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Bowel cancer accounts for 11% of all new cancer cases and is the fourth most common cancer 
in the UK. Nutrition science has identified a link between high levels of red and processed meat 
consumption and incidence of bowel cancer. While the evidence underpinning this link remains 
uncertain, in 1998 and again in 2011 the UK government recommended that high consumers of 
red and processed meat should reduce their intake. Despite stable government advice in this 
area for over a decade, the UK print media have frequently reported on this issue using alarmist 
headlines, at the same time often attempting to undermine these recommendations. This 
research aims to understand the apparent mismatch between stable government advice and 
volatile media reporting in this area of food policy.  
 
The research takes the form of one extended case study, using two periods of policy 
development as embedded units of analysis: the first, the period 1993-1998 when the first 
government recommendation on red and processed meat consumption was made. The second, 
the period 2001-2011 when a further recommendation was made. Data was collected from 
archived policy documents, print media coverage and semi-structured interviews. Policy 
documents were analysed using the Health Policy Triangle; media coverage was analysed 
using content analysis and the semi-structured interviews were analysed using thematic 
analysis.  The results provide evidence of: 1) Limitations in the evidence considered by 
policymakers. 2)Tensions over transparency in the policymaking process. 3) Consideration of 
the media and media coverage after the policy had been set. 4) Commercial pressures on the 
print media industry influencing journalists’ reporting. 5) Key stakeholders including government 
seeking to influence print media coverage.  6) The iconic status of red and processed meat in 
UK media coverage, where its consumption was a presented as a matter of individual choice. 7) 
Long periods of inaction on the part of policy makers.  
 
Informed by literature on agenda setting and agenda building the research sets out to answer 
the extent to which UK food policy is affected by media coverage, processes and norms, and 
goes on to combine agenda setting and mediatization theories to develop a proposed integrated 
theory of mediatized food policy. This has the potential to explain the interactions between 
media coverage and food policy and the influence of one on the other. The research also 
contributes to food policy scholarship by challenging the concept of ‘evidence-based policy 
making’ and to journalism studies by further describing the ways in which media processes and 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
This chapter sets out the context in which this research was undertaken and the rationale for 
the research topic. The research problem and research questions are laid out in brief and the 
researcher’s background and interests are explained – leading to a section describing the 
epistemological and ontological assumptions on which the thesis is based. The chapter 




This thesis is interdisciplinary both conceptually; drawing on the theoretical and methodological 
traditions of both Food Policy and Journalism and physically; having been based both in the 
Centre for Food Policy and the Department of Journalism at City, University of London.  Skinner 
(2008, p.448) defines interdisciplinary research as research which “integrates perspectives and 
methods from two or more disciplines to investigate a topic or an issue”. This study aims to 
combine elements of both disciplines to shed new light on an important issue for both food 
policy and journalism.  
 
The starting point for this research came from concerns about the UK print media’s relationship 
with nutrition and a developing debate over media coverage of science in general. This 
research began at a time when the UK print media was undergoing intense scrutiny, not least 
from the Leveson Inquiry into the culture, practice and ethics of the press (Leveson, 2012).  
Equally, concern over the media’s role in reporting dietary advice and studies into nutrition and 
health was widespread (Goldacre, 2007; Fernandez-Celemin & Jung, 2006; Choices, NHS, 
2011). Researchers raised concerns about reports in the UK press linking cancer to diet 
(Goldacre, 2007), in apparently contradictory headlines such as: ‘Why red meat diet raises risk 
of bowel cancer by a third’ (Wheldon, 2006); ‘Bangers in new cancer warning’ (The Sun, 2008); 
‘A bit of sausage won’t kill you.’ (Ursell, 2008); ‘How broccoli helps you combat cancer’ (Daily 
Mail, 2006); ‘Eating grapefruit can increase the risk of breast cancer by almost a third, a study 
suggests’ (Koster, 2007); ‘Fruit and veg do little to cut cancer risk, says study’ (Jha, 2010). The 
research problem for this research project stemmed from this concern about the media 
coverage of diet and cancer and a desire to use robust research methods and research design 
to investigate this phenomenon.  
 
1.2 Development of the Research Problem and Research Aims 
A preliminary investigation into the UK government’s advice on diet and cancer found that it has 
remained quite stable for almost 20 years (Department of Health, 1998; Department of Health, 
2011a; NHS Choices, 2015; NHS, 2017). The nutrition establishment, having relatively recently 
accepted diet’s important role in the prevention of cancer (Doll and Peto, 1981), are engaged in 
many studies researching the links between diet and cancer. While scientists acknowledge that 
these links are not yet fully understood; that each study contributes to the growing evidence 
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base for diet’s role in the development and prevention of cancer; and that minor changes have 
been made to the detail of recommendations on diet and cancer, the overarching advice on 
nutrition’s role in the development of cancer has remained stable since the UK government’s 
COMA report Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer (Department of Health, 1998). 
This recommended maintenance of a healthy body weight, increased intake of a wide variety of 
fruits and vegetables, increased intake of dietary fibre and limiting of consumption of red and 
processed meat (pp. 206 and 207). Adoption of these recommendations, the COMA Working 
Group felt, would significantly reduce the burden resulting from some of the commonest cancers 
in the UK.  Some ten years later, the World Cancer Research Fund’s recommendations in their 
2007 report Food Nutrition Physical Activity and the Prevention of Cancer (WCRF, 2007 pp. 
xvii-xxi) also included the maintenance of a healthy weight, avoidance of foods and drinks that 
promote weight gain, eating foods mostly of plant origin, limiting intake of animal foods. They 
additionally recommended limiting alcoholic drinks, being physically active, breastfeeding and 
limiting salt and dietary supplements. What has been shown in the more recent academic 
literature is a refinement of this guidance and confirmation of past research (WCRF, 2007; 
IARC, 2017). However, the apparent mismatch between incrementally changing government 
advice on diet and cancer and the repeated appearance of shock headlines in the UK national 
press linking diet and cancer led to further investigation into the links between media coverage 
and food policy in this area.  
 
To further explore trends in media coverage and to inform the research design and methods, 
during the first year of the research a preliminary case study was undertaken on media 
coverage of research into the influence of dietary factors on the incidence of colorectal cancer 
(Wells, 2016). This drew attention to the UK government’s policy on red and processed meat 
consumption as a possibility for a case study around which to base this thesis.  The initial 
research questions had been very broad (for more detail see Chapter 4, Methodology) and 
therefore a more focused case study approach was selected. Yin defines a case study as an 
empirical study that ‘investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life 
context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly 
evident’ (Yin, 2009, p. 18). In other words, a case study method is distinguishable from other 
methods, such as experiments or surveys because it seeks to investigate a contemporary 
phenomenon in depth within its context, relying on multiple methods and sources of evidence to 
provide as rich a study as possible.  
 
The nature of the development of government policy on public consumption of red and 
processed meat, which has developed over two key periods, 1993-8 and 2001-11 and has 
generated considerable press interest during both time periods, seemed to fit this definition.  
The ‘contemporary phenomenon’ (Yin, 2009, p. 18) in this case being UK print media coverage 
of government nutrition policy, and the multiple sources of evidence newspaper coverage, 
policy documents and qualitative interviews. In addition, little existing literature was found on 
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this policy, its development or media coverage about it – identifying a research gap that this 
thesis could usefully fill. The research problem was therefore defined as:  
 
“What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government nutrition policy on red and 
processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than a decade, and the 
repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?”  
 
With this research problem in mind, and following the preliminary case study (Wells, 2016) a 
literature review was conducted (see Chapters 2 and 3), which encompassed seven categories 
of literature:  
 
1: literature about policy agenda-setting/building 
2:  literature on nutrition policy agenda-setting/building 
3: literature on media agenda-setting/building  
4: literature on media agenda-setting/building in nutrition and health  
5: literature on government communication 
6: literature on nutrition policymaking at government level  
7: literature on red and processed meat    
 
Informed by the literature review and the preliminary case study, three research questions were 
formulated which aimed to understand both the policy development and the media coverage of 
it and how the two had interacted:  
 
RQ1:   How has the UK government’s policy on red and processed meat 
consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed 
meat consumption 1993-2011 
 
RQ2:    How do UK newspapers report this issue? 
Method:  Content analysis of UK newspaper reporting of consumption of red and 
processed meat and its relationship to the development of bowel 
cancer, 1993-2011  
 
RQ3:    What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy? 
Method:  Semi-structured interviews with key actors identified from stages 1 and 
2, including interviewees from three key groups: stakeholders, media 
professionals and policy makers. These interviews will explore in detail 
the findings from the first two stages, investigating the motivations, 
feelings and views of the interviewees.   
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The above mentioned preliminary study undertaken in year 1 of the research project (Wells, 
2016) also clarified another aspect of the research, by introducing the concept and theory of 
mediation and mediatization (Livingstone, 2009; Stromback, 2008) which takes much more 
account of the interaction between media and politics than the more linear theories and models 
of media effects or agenda setting have done. This had a considerable influence on the 
researcher’s thinking towards the latter stages of this research project as it corresponded with 
the preliminary findings: while the media did indeed have an influence on food policy in this 
case, there was also an interplay between media and food policy – this was not a linear cause 
and effect process but there were interactions, interdependencies and reciprocities that went 
beyond the simpler ideas of media effects to a more holistic view of the way media and food 
policy interact – the mediatization of food policy.  This goes beyond the more causal and linear 
concepts of agenda-setting and agenda-building and this new concept of mediatization was 
combined with the agenda setting theoretical framework to develop an integrated theory of 
mediatized food policy, which reflects the interdisciplinary nature of the study. This is explained 
and explored in more detail in Chapter 9.  
 
1.3 Reflexivity: Researcher’s background and interests. 
The interest of the researcher in this field comes from her experience of the UK media as a BBC 
employee from 1991 to 2011 and her experience as a food journalist having worked as a 
producer of BBC Radio 4’s ‘The Food Programme’ between 1999 and 2010.  This typically 
involved producing a 28-minute documentary-style programme every two weeks. In this case 
the role of the producer was to initiate programme ideas, pitch and ‘sell’ them to the programme 
editor, research them, write and communicate briefs to presenters and reporters, record 
interviews and location packages, edit the recorded material and add any sound effects, 
recorded archive or music.  The producer then assisted the presenter writing a script around the 
recorded material. Finally, she would mix the material and edit the programme to the required 
length in studio with a sound engineer, before the programme was broadcast.  From this 
experience the researcher gained not only experience of media production conventions and 
processes but also extensive knowledge of the food industry, from nutritionists, chefs, food 
campaigners, producers and farmers to politicians, academics, journalists and food writers - and 
was made aware of what might be termed food events from information from these contacts, 
from other media sources, from press releases and from attending conferences, exhibitions, 
markets, launches, food festivals etc.   
 
In addition the researcher’s experience of the inner workings of the media over a long period of 
time meant that she was working in the industry during some key periods – the early 1990s and 
the changes at the BBC towards an “internal market” under Directors General Michael 
Checkland and John Birt (Born, 2002; Harris and Wegg-Prosser, 2007); the digital revolution 
which radically changed both the production and the transmission of media output (Dunaway, 
2000; Iosifidis, 2005); the rise of the Murdoch empire (Chenoweth, 2001; Wolff, 2010); the 
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‘dodgy dossier’ and the Hutton Inquiry of 2003 (Hutton, 2004; Campbell, 2012) ; increasing 
reliance of the media on PR companies, freelancers and independent production companies 
(Lewis et al. 2008; Froud et al. 2009; Williams and Clifford, 2009), a continuing programme of 
funding cuts in the early 2000s (Froud et al. 2009; Lawrence and Warner, 2015) and the 
beginning of the phone hacking scandal in 2009 (Leveson, 2012).   
 
The current experience of working in an academic environment has also deeply informed this 
research – a transition from journalism to academic research has given the researcher a clearer 
understanding of the differences and similarities between the two fields and the difficulties both 
disciplines encounter when working together.  The process of reflection on a background as a 
food journalist has enabled reflexive practice during this research – in other words an ability to 
recognize potential biases or assumptions and critically evaluate and act on them during the 
research process.  
 
1.4 Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions  
As noted above, it was important to reflect on the background of the researcher and her 
experience and self-identity as a journalist since this would inevitably have an impact on the 
research – the phenomena being studied would not be independent of and unaffected by the 
research and the behavior of the researcher. In addition, the research design and analysis 
would inevitably be influenced by the researcher’s background and knowledge of journalistic 
norms and activities. Therefore, much thought was given in the first year of the study to the 
ontological (according to Bryman, 2012, ‘the theory of the nature of social entities’) and 
epistemological (according to Bryman, 2012, ‘a theory of knowledge’) underpinnings and 
assumptions of the study. These have eventually been identified as social constructionism from 
an interpretivist perspective.  
 
Social constructionism assumes that reality is constructed and reconstructed in different ways 
by different actors at different times (Berger and Luckmann,1966; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000). 
This is particularly pertinent to the phenomenon under investigation in this study as an early 
assumption of the study was that media coverage is constructed by different journalists in 
different ways according to their own backgrounds, assumptions, knowledge and perspectives. 
In addition, journalists are influenced by other actors both within their organization and outside 
of it. Furthermore, the ways in which the media construct reality can affect policy and 
policymakers. Snape and Spencer (2003, p. 11) point out that social constructionists also 
question whether there can be shared or common social reality or whether all actors 
independently construct their own realities according to their own perspective, background and 
the context in which they are situated. For this study, an interesting question arising from this is 
whether the cultural importance of red and processed meat in the UK comes from a shared 
social reality and whether this is informed or reinforced by media portrayal and social 
construction of these foods.  
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Interpretivists, according to Thomas (2011) argue that there is ‘no ‘objective’ social world ‘out 
there’. Rather it is constructed differently by each person in each situation they face’ (p. 51). 
Therefore, by taking a qualitative case study approach, this social constructivism with an 
interpretivist perspective allows the researcher to examine the interaction between policy 
development and media coverage through the different perspectives of the many actors that 
played a part in constructing, co-constructing, interpreting and re-interpreting these documents 
(Green and Thorogood, 2014, p. 183).  The interpretivist perspective has led to an inductive 
approach in which the methods used have been essentially qualitative; have sought to build 
theories using the data collected (albeit using theories and concepts derived from the literature 
to inform the research); have tried to seek out the lived experience of participants in the 
research interviews with an open mind and have tried to minimize the researcher’s own 
assumptions in the structuring of the research design and analysis. This framework has 
permeated all aspects of this research and thesis and has led to a critical examination of the 
ways in which nutritional advice from government, the human consumption of red and 
processed meat and media coverage of both of these are socially constructed in the UK.  
 
1.5 The contribution of this research 
As outlined above, little research has been carried out into media coverage of government 
policies on diet’s role in the prevention of cancer – so despite acknowledgment by UK 
government nutrition committees and civil servants (Department of Health, 1998 and SACN, 
2010) of diet’s role in the development of cancers, and associated government policies and 
recommendations that try to address this link, little empirical research exists to explain how or 
why these policies are reported by the UK news media.  This research will go some way to 
rectifying this through policy analysis, a large-scale content analysis and interviews with key 
actors – these methods are outlined in Chapter 4.  
  
Media effects are notoriously difficult to prove (McDonald, 2004; McQuail, 2010; Williams, 
2010). Despite this, scholars have identified a bias in media research towards media effects 
(Rogers, 1986 p. 7; Williams, 2010, p. 165; McQuail, 2010, p. 65) often using a linear 
transmission model (Lasswell, 1948) to try to show cause and effect. A branch of media effects 
theory is concerned with the ‘agenda setting’ powers of the media, which stemmed from work 
by Cohen (1963) in a study of media and foreign policy in the USA. He found that the press  
 
‘may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is 
stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about’  
(Cohen, 1963, p. 13).  
 
Work in this area has been characterised by a division between those that believe the media 
has an agenda-setting role and can influence politicians and policy and those that do not.  In the 
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area of food policy most work has concentrated on the effects of media reporting on the lay 
audience – for example the effects of television food advertisements on children – or has looked 
at the framing of an issue in the media – for example studies looking at the coverage of the 
‘obesity epidemic’ – without testing the agenda-setting effects of the coverage.   Some work has 
focused on the reporting of risk (in relation to food scares) and its implications for food policy 
(Reilly, 2003). However, this has by no means filled the gap in the food policy literature on the 
potential for the media to affect food policy.   
 
This study hopes to address this by investigating the relationship between media coverage and 
policy on food, nutrition and healthy eating as a means to prevent disease in general and bowel 
cancer in particular. In addition, because of the bias towards media effects research, McQuail 
(2010, p.65) identifies a dearth of work looking at influences on media coverage.  Having moved 
away from the linear transmission model of early communication research towards models 
acknowledging the complex interactive nature of communication, media researchers now 
understand that those upon whom the media has an effect, also affect the media.  To examine 
this notion further this study aims to reveal the politics of information transfer in this area 
through in-depth semi-structured interviews with key players and actors identified from the 
analysis of available news coverage.  During the investigation agenda-setting theories were 
found to be inadequate to explain the complex interaction between food policy and the media. 
Therefore, as noted above this study discusses the mediatization of food policy – and explores 
the combination of agenda-setting and mediatization theories to explain the more complex 
interaction and interdependency of media and food policy and the complex ways in which media 
and food and nutrition policy interact. It is hoped that this exploration of a new theoretical 
framework will be tested and expanded upon by future research.  
 
1.6 Layout of this thesis 
This thesis is presented in 10 chapters. This, the first chapter serves as an introduction to the 
research project, outlines the research aims and objectives as well as the underlying ontological 
and epistemological assumptions of the thesis. The second and third chapters contain reviews 
of the literature – Chapter 2 of literature on media and agenda setting and agenda building 
theories, Chapter 3 of literature on government communication and government nutrition policy 
and policy making. Chapter 4 outlines the research questions and the methods used in this 
research project, while Chapters 5-8 detail the results of the data analysis and discuss these 
findings in relation to the reviews of the literature, the research questions and the theoretical 
framework. Chapter 9 triangulates the findings and discusses them in relation to existing 
literature, the research questions and the theoretical framework, and then proposes a new 
integration of theories through which to analyse media’s interaction with food policy. Chapter 10 
concludes this thesis and outlines possible future research.    
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Chapter 2: Literature Review: Agenda setting and the media  
This chapter sets out the first section of the literature review undertaken to inform the research 
questions, research design and discussion of the findings. This first section, in Chapter 2, 
covers the literature relating to agenda setting and the media. The second section of the 
literature review, in Chapter 3, will deal with the literature relating to government communication 
and nutrition policymaking in government.  
2.1 Introduction 
As outlined in Chapter 1, following the identification of the research problem; 
“What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government nutrition policy on red and 
processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than a decade, and the 
repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?”  
and informed by a preliminary case study (see Wells, 2016), a literature review was undertaken 
to formulate the three research questions which were briefly identified in Chapter 1. The 
interdisciplinary nature of this study gave an overarching direction to the inquiry. This has meant 
that while the general research interest has been the media reporting of policies on diet-related 
cancer, this study was particularly concerned with the interaction between journalism and food 
policy.  Agenda-setting (Cohen, 1963; McCombs and Shaw, 1972; Lang and Lang, 1981) and 
associated theories were therefore chosen as the most relevant theories for the area of 
research.  Policy agenda-setting theories investigate the links between journalism and 
policymaking and ask the extent to which journalism influences policy-making and vice versa 
(McCombs and Shaw, 1972; Berkowitz, 1992; Kennamer, 1994; Baumgartner and Jones, 
2009). In addition, several areas of public policy and food policy research were explored, 
notably literature on government communication and literature on government committees on 
nutrition policy.  The reviews of the literature are presented in two chapters. This chapter lays 
out the methods used to find literature and reviews the literature on agenda-setting and agenda 
building; these underpin the theoretical framework of this study. The second literature review 
chapter (Chapter 3) will review the literature on government communication and government 
committees on nutrition policy.   
2.2 Literature Review Methodology  
The literature review was revisited over four years and took a systematic approach (Aveyard, 
2010). The systematic process had eight key phases:  
2.2.1 Phase 1: Identify relevant types of literature and organize into a hierarchy. 
In order to develop and answer the three research questions efforts were made to find relevant 
academic literature.  While this study is concerned with media coverage of government policy 
on red meat consumption, it is beyond its scope to ascertain the precise mechanism which links 
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consumption of red and processed meat to bowel cancer.  Therefore, searches were primarily 
for literature in the fields of food policy, journalism and sociology of media.  Early in the study, 
the UK printed press media was identified as the primary focus for the research. This was partly 
for practical reasons: unlike other media, newspapers are published irreversibly and their 
content is effectively captured by news databases in an easily searchable format. These 
databases, while not without their limitations (see Chapter 4, Methodology) also have a 
methodological advantage over online or broadcast media because they allow comparison 
between different time periods. This became important for this study which analyses newspaper 
coverage from two key periods, the late 1990s and the early 2010s.  While newspapers have 
changed in this period it is possible to compare differences in content using newspaper 
databases – this would not be possible when looking at online media or broadcast media of 
these periods.  Other criteria for the inclusion of literature in this review were that literature 
should relate to media coverage of nutrition policy or advice. As the focus of the study 
developed these themes were added to, and searches for literature about government 
communication, literature about the changing role of government advisory committees on 
nutrition and literature about the cultural significance of meat in the UK diet were made.  
 
Most of the research found was qualitative in nature although when looking at press coverage 
there were a number of quantitative studies using content analysis as a method. A hierarchy of 
literature was developed – the focus for this literature review was academic, peer reviewed 
empirical research which was subdivided into academic papers published in journals, book 
chapters and books.  A second tier of literature was also peer-reviewed but classified as non-
empirical reviews or commentaries and expert opinion. A third tier of literature was academic 
theses and conference papers.  
 
2.2.2 Phase 2: Develop search terms 
Examples of key words used to search for literature include: journalism, media, cancer, policy, 
government, advisory committee, newspaper, nutrition, press, meat, communication. Searches 
were first carried out using multiple databases via the City, University of London library gateway 
– for example Ebscohost, Ovid Online, Web of Science. Further literature was found using 
these search terms in email alerts from Ebscohost and Sage. These provided an automated 
daily email detailing new literature found using these search terms. In addition to these 
structured methods, literature was recommended by a small number of expert academics in the 
field of journalism and food policy who were able to suggest key authors and key papers or 
books in this field. Further literature was discovered during relevant conference lectures or from 
conversations with other researchers at relevant conferences and seminars.  
 
2.2.3 Phase 3: Develop inclusion and exclusion criteria 
During reviews of literature searches on the City, University of London Library databases (such 
as Ebscohost) inclusion and exclusion criteria were developed. Literature included primarily 
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related to: UK press coverage of nutrition policies and advice; UK government communication 
1997-2012; UK scientific advisory committees on nutrition; red meat and its cultural significance 
in the UK. Unpublished literature and literature that was not in the English language, or which 
had not appeared in peer-reviewed journals or books was excluded.  
 
2.2.4 Phase 4: Snowball sampling 
Recognizing that computerized databases cannot provide all the literature required for this study 
(Greenhalgh and Peacock, 2005) a wide variety of methods were used to capture as much 
relevant literature as possible. Having identified the most relevant literature, which met the 
inclusion criteria from available databases, snowball sampling was used to widen the literature 
search. This involved reading the literature and checking the reference lists of each paper or 
book chapter for further relevant papers, articles or books that were then located using City,  
University of London library search facilities.   
 
2.2.5 Phase 5: Hand searching 
Back copies of particularly relevant journals (for example Public Understanding of Science, 
Social Science and Medicine, Journalism Studies, Journal of Health Communication, Public 
Health Nutrition) were searched by hand to capture older literature not available via online 
databases. The relevant City, University of London library shelves were searched by hand to 
capture relevant books in the area of media sociology, journalism and food policy.  
 
2.2.6 Phase 6: Confirm relevance of finds 
As literature was found it was read and its relevance was confirmed. Literature deemed relevant 
was uploaded to the City, University of London referencing database Refworks. N=356 finds 
were added to the database, during the writing of the literature review these finds were 
reappraised for relevance. An iterative approach to the research was adopted (Mills et al., 2009) 
therefore the Research Questions for this project developed over time according to data 
collection and analysis. Similarly, as iterations proceeded and the focus of the research 
sharpened, some literature finds were no longer relevant to the research project and were 
therefore discarded. This left n=280 finds. During these six preceding processes 7 clear and 
relevant categories emerged. The literature was divided into these categories:  
1: literature about policy agenda-setting/building 
2:  literature on nutrition policy agenda-setting/building 
3: literature on media agenda-setting/building  
4: literature on media agenda-setting/building in nutrition and health  
5: literature on government communication 
6: literature on nutrition policymaking at government level  
7: literature on red and processed meat    
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2.2.7 Phase 7: Critically appraise literature 
Taking the categories in turn, each was then critically appraised according to a hierarchy of 
evidence. According to Aveyard (2010) critical appraisal is important during the process of 
literature review to establish both the relevance and the strengths and limitations of the 
literature. Literature finds were appraised according to the authors of the work (are they 
appropriately qualified to undertake the research?); the journal or publication the work was 
published in; the research questions (are they clearly stated?); the methodology (does it fit the 
research questions, is the data collection and analysis technique transparent and robust)? 32 
finds were discarded at this stage leaving 248 finds making up the body of the literature review.  
 
2.2.8 Phase 8: Develop themes 
As noted above the literature was categorized into seven different themes. These seven themes 
were reviewed in turn.  
  
2.3 Analysis of Literature 
2.3.1 Agenda setting theories 
Cairney (2012) sums up agenda setting with two key statements:  
‘1: There is an almost unlimited amount of policy problems that could reach the top of the 
policy agenda. Yet, very few issues do, while most others do not.  
2: There is an almost unlimited number of solutions to those policy problems. Yet, few policy 
solutions will be considered while most others will not.’ (Cairney, 2012, p. 183) 
 
Agenda setting theories, used here by Cairney in a public policy context, have their roots in the 
fields of journalism and media studies and as such are part of research into ‘media effects’. 
Media effects examine whether and how the media has an effect on for example, its audience, 
societal norms or policy-making.  This is a much-contested area of research.  Media research 
theorists, such as McQuail (2010) doubt the ability of the mass media to influence any 
measurable change in policy or public opinion – or at least the ability of scholars to assess the 
effect. The evidence, says McQuail, is insufficient to show a causal connection between media 
and public or political opinion.  This is due to the large number of confounding variables which 
can affect research findings; it is very difficult to isolate media messages from other influences 
in society such as formal education, cultural background or other advertising.   Despite the 
difficulty in proving media effects this has been a very rich area of research over the last fifty 
years.  Indeed, scholars have identified a bias in media research towards media effects 
(Rogers, 1986; Williams, 2010; McQuail, 2010). Rogers puts this down to the dominance of the 
transmission model of communication since the late 1940s.  The transmission model is a linear 
model, summed up by Harold Lasswell as ‘Who Says What In Which Channel To Whom With 
What Effect’ (Lasswell 1948, p. 37).   Lasswell’s Formula or the Transmission Model has long 
been seen as simplistic since it is essentially a one-way communication model but as McQuail 
notes (2010) it has focused academic media research on the effects of the media. So, the 
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theories and counter-theories about media effects or lack of them has led to the study of the 
audience and the effects of the media becoming ‘the most active and well-supported area of 
investigation in media studies’ (Williams, 2010, p. 165). 
 
The development of agenda-setting research is generally said (Rogers and Dearing, 1996; 
Scheufele, 1999; Weiss, 2009) to stem from Bernard Cohen’s 1963 book ‘The Press and 
Foreign Policy’ in which he interviewed American journalists and policy makers to examine the 
relationship between press and government. This gave rise to his famous quote that the press:  
‘may not be successful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is 
stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about’ (Cohen, 1963, p. 13).  
 
McCombs and Shaw took Cohen’s lead and formally described agenda setting as a theory in 
1972 with their empirical study using media coverage of the 1968 USA Presidential election, 
and interviews with 100 voters to determine what they called the ‘agenda-setting function of the 
mass media’ (McCombs and Shaw, 1972, p. 176). They showed that the issues the 
interviewees thought were most important were the same issues that were given space and 
prominence in the mass media and concluded that the media, in deciding which issues to 
feature in their newspapers have the power to set the political agenda.  According to Weiss 
(2009) these early forays into agenda-setting suggested that this was a simple, one-way causal 
relationship and assumed a direct uncomplicated influence from media to audience. As agenda-
setting research developed and broadened this was questioned and refined. Rogers and 
Dearing (1996) proposed three distinct arenas of the agenda-setting process: the public 
agenda, the media agenda and the policy agenda. They argued that there was a reciprocal 
relationship between the three and proposed that the term ‘agenda building’ was a more helpful 
term than agenda-setting to characterize these three agendas. This imagining of the agenda in 
three arenas can be a more fruitful way to examine the agenda setting process than the linear 
model at first proposed by McCombs and Shaw (1972). However, Rogers and Dearing’s model 
(1996) is still linear in the sense that they assume that their three main components do not 
interact in a complex way but that influence follows on in a linear fashion:  
‘Our model of the agenda-setting process consists of three main components: (a) the 
media agenda, which influences (b) the public agenda, which in turn may influence (c) 
the policy agenda.’ (Rogers and Dearing, 1996, p. 22) 
 
Others have developed a more complex model that allows for interaction between these three 
arenas of public, media and policy agendas. To examine the effects in more depth these studies 
often take a single issue and examine it over time. For example, Downs’ (1972) Issue Attention 
Cycle takes a longitudinal view of a single issue and examines the levels of attention it gets in 
different arenas over time and in the context of how the problem is viewed, proposing a 
common five step cycle. Hilgartner and Bosk’s (1988) Public Arenas Model looks at the 
interaction between various institutional arenas for an issue, and takes into account the 
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‘carrying capacities’ of the various public arenas – for example the number of pages a 
newspaper has or the amount of time a Congressional committee can devote to a topic. 
Baumgartner and Jones’s (2009) Punctuated Equilibrium theory places agenda setting and the 
media’s role within a much bigger group of policy concepts (such as bounded rationality and 
policy monopolies). Again, Baumgartner and Jones (2009) look at single issues and suggest 
that most policies stay the same for long periods of time but can suddenly undergo periods of 
change, the media may play a part in this change. Habermas (1996) used and built upon the 
three agenda building models described by Cobb, Ross and Ross (1976): the inside access 
model, the mobilization model and the outside initiative model. These three models explain how 
issues get on to the government’s policy agenda. Habermas says that if an issue is initiated 
inside government and does not achieve or require any attention from outside the government 
that is called the ‘inside access model’. If the supporters of an issue within government must 
mobilize the public sphere to get an issue on the policy agenda, that is called the ‘mobilization 
model’, if, alternatively, an issue initiates on the periphery, outside the political system, and 
receives access to the policy agenda, this is called the ‘outside initiative model’. Habermas says 
that the first two models are most common as government holds the most power in the agenda 
building process. However, in the outside initiative model, the media plays a crucial role since it 
can aid the process of an issue from the periphery to the heart of the political agenda. Nisbet 
and Huge’s (2006) model of Mediated Issue Development takes into account competition from 
other issues for attention, as well as media lobbying activities of key strategic actors and 
predicts that media attention rises and the framing of the issue becomes more dramatic as an 
issue moves from administrative policy arena into an overtly political policy arena. The Policy-
Media Interaction Model (Robinson, 2000) predicts media influence when policy is uncertain 
and a limit to media influence when policy certainty is seen.  Most of these models have been 
developed in the USA and tested using examples of American policy, often foreign policy (for 
example the so-called CNN effect and the later Al Jazeera effect (Henderson 2000)) or 
environmental or climate change issues (Nisbet and Huge, 2006; Downs, 1972).   
 
In a further development of agenda setting theories, some have argued that contrary to Cohen’s 
influential quote (see above, Cohen, 1963, p. 13) the media not only tell us what to think about, 
they also tell us what to think.  This is characterized as ‘first level’ (what issue or event to think 
about) and ‘second level’ (what to think about that issue or event) agenda setting or building 
(Scheufele, 2000; Weiss, 2009). At the second level two media effects models are proposed: 
priming and framing. Priming is the amount of attention, sometimes called ‘salience’ an issue or 
event receives (Iyengar and Kinder, 1987) while framing (Goffman, 1974) examines how 
problems are defined in the media   Some see this second level of agenda setting as a natural 
extension of the agenda setting model (Weiss, 2009) while others (Scheufele, 1999; Nisbet, 
2008) see these as distinct processes and approaches. Generally, there is a large diversity of 
theoretical and methodological approaches in the agenda-setting literature but as Nisbet 
observes (2008) there is a common thread that news is not a reflection of reality but a 
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construction determined by a hierarchy of social and organizational factors that span levels of 
analysis.  
2.3.2 Literature on nutrition and cancer agenda setting/building 
In the area of nutrition policy much research into agenda setting has concentrated on the 
agenda setting effects of media on the lay audience - for example the effects of television food 
advertisements on children (Hastings et al. 2006; Connor 2006; Boyland et al. 2012) or the 
effect of media food scares on food behaviours (Macintyre et al., 1998). However, there is a 
body of work which has looked at the agenda setting role of the media in the realm of public 
health nutrition.  Macintyre et al. (1998) suggested that the lack of media interest in public 
health issues played an agenda setting role – that a lack of media articles about a public health 
concern such as coronary heart disease (when compared to salmonella in eggs or BSE in beef) 
contributed to the failure of widespread public health issues to appear higher up on the policy 
agenda.   
A feature of the literature around obesity in the media, which mirrors work on the agenda setting 
function of the media when reporting cancer as a health issue, is the framing of these health 
issues as the responsibility of the individual as opposed to being the responsibility of the state 
or of society as a whole (Lupton, 2004; Lawrence, 2004; Hilton et al., 2012). For example, Hilton 
et al. (2012) have analysed the media discourse around obesity in the UK, mapping a gradual 
change from obesity being portrayed in the media as a problem for the individual to address, 
towards the problematisation of the so-called ‘obesogenic environment’. The authors see this as 
an early warning sign for policymakers that regulatory change to address the problem of obesity 
is needed (Hilton et al., 2012). Similarly, Lawrence (2004) used work by Nathanson (1999) 
looking at catalysts for policy change not in the realm of food or nutrition but in smoking and gun 
control in the USA to analyse the media framing of obesity in the USA.  Lawrence suggests that 
for policy change to occur public discourse needs to be ‘reframed’ – more specifically that who 
is burdened or blamed in public debate is set on a continuum from individual to systemic.  For 
policy change to occur the burdening or blaming needs to move closer to the systemic pole of 
the continuum – so further away from individual framing, indicating in the framing of public 
discourse that this is an issue that requires public policy change. Nathanson (1999, p. 446) 
identifies three key areas that influence debate over whether public policy change is needed: 
whether the health risk is portrayed as ‘acquired deliberately or involuntarily (and the victim 
correspondingly as culpable or innocent)’; whether it is portrayed as ‘universal (putting us all at 
risk) or as particular (only putting them at risk)’; and whether it is portrayed as ‘arising from 
within the individual or from the environment’.  Using these frames against media coverage of 
obesity in the US from 1985-2004 Lawrence showed a ‘vigorous frame contest’ underway 
between frames and those that publicly argue their cause.  This, she suggested, has resulted in 
change in only one of Nathanson’s frame dimensions (environmental risk) – the implicit 
conclusion being that without change in all three frame dimensions a window, or opportunity, for 
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policy change is not opened.  Of course, this does not show a causal link between changes in 
frame dimensions and policy change, but it does offer up a plausible tool for analysing the 
potential of media discourse to effect health and nutrition policy and has been used by others to 
examine media framing of food issues (see De Brun et al., 2012 and Henderson et al., 2009).  
  
Lawrence’s analysis echoes Kingdon’s (2011) work and his classic three-stream model of 
agenda setting which focuses on ‘policy entrepreneurs’ inside and outside of government who 
take advantage of ‘policy windows’ to put an issue on the political agenda.  Kingdon argues that 
policies will only be taken seriously by government, i.e. policy windows will only open, when the 
three streams (problems, policies and politics) converge.  However, Kingdon himself was not 
convinced that the media really were powerful agenda setters.  In his study of policy making in 
the USA federal government in which he drew on interviews with people inside and outside 
government, though he expected the media to play an important role, he was disappointed.  
The media was not discussed as being important in the large majority of his interviews, although 
they were seen to have a lesser effect through short-term sensationalized coverage of health 
‘scares’, such as the subject of saccharin or the issue of Medicare and Medicaid fraud, which 
had received considerable media attention:  
‘Congress did pass legislation on both of these subjects, which consumed some of the 
health committee and agency time. Thus, the subjects were “on the agenda” in some 
sense, but they were simply not regarded as truly significant issues. They were more 
like short-term annoyances…than subjects of major importance.’ (Kingdon, 2011, p. 58) 
 
Food scares and their impact on policy may be seen to fall into this ‘short-term annoyances’ 
category.   The media sometimes has been seen as the producer of a ‘news spiral’, a positive 
feedback loop when it comes to food scares (Beardsworth and Keil, 1997, p. 165, see figure 
2.1). 
 
Figure 2.1. A simplified model of the news spiral (source: Beardsworth and Keil, 1997, p. 
165) 
 
In a similar model to Downs’ (1972) Issue Attention Cycle and influenced by Hilgartner and 
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Bosk’s (1988) Public Arenas model, Beardsworth and Keil see this as a self-limiting process – 
i.e the media and public attention to the phenomenon gradually decreases because coverage 
reaches a saturation point. However, they point out that  
‘even though such scares are of limited duration, they may well produce enduring 
effects. Official policies may be changed, new legislation may be introduced and long-
term alterations in the public’s activities and attitudes may be produced.’ (Beardsworth 
and Keil 1997, p. 166).  
 
They go on to argue, citing Smith (1991) that public anxiety about food and food safety have 
politicized food issues so that decisions relating to food quality and food safety can no longer be 
made within an elite policy community but have to take into account the views of what they call 
an ‘issue network’. In her work on BSE Reilly (2003) also sees a deep influence of the media on 
policy and policymakers.  In her interviews with policymaking experts, they commented that 
media coverage influenced the topics that were given research and policy priority. For example, 
media attention affected the research questions that were asked by policymakers and the 
perceived value of research among funders and peers. Reilly also views media coverage itself 
as a spectre or risk factor: policymakers she spoke to referred to media coverage as a risk to 
the economy, feeling that they had to make decisions with that potential risk in mind. In addition, 
Reilly argues that media coverage could be seen by policymakers (rightly or wrongly) as an 
indicator of public opinion, which in itself has an indirect impact on policy:  
‘…perceptions of the public as irrational but powerful consumers have heavily 
influenced government responses to BSE. ‘Public opinion’, then, is rarely directly 
canvassed, but is the spectre at the table of many decision-making, implementation and 
publicity processes.' (Reilly, 2003, p. 87)  
 
Generally, the literature suggests that the agenda setting function of media reporting is more 
direct when it comes to food scares than its agenda setting function in the area of public health 
nutrition. So, a model of public health nutrition reporting’s agenda setting function seems to fit 
Kingdon’s observations of media reporting’s ability to affect policy, which he saw in three, more 
subtle, almost peripheral ways:  
1. It can act as communicator within large, diffuse policymaking groups,  
2. It can structure, magnify or shape an issue that has originated elsewhere (Kingdon saw 
leaking by government employees as part of this)  
3. It can have an indirect influence via constituents – for example MPs might want to act on an 
issue that has been raised in the media and then raised with them by their constituents.  
(Kingdon, 2003, pp. 59-61).  
 
These observations chime with the more nuanced agenda-building model as discussed above 
(Rogers and Dearing, 1996). 
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Similarly, others see media coverage as having a more latent, long-term effect on public health 
– acting in the realm of public debate rather than a distinct and direct, pin-pointable effect.  For 
example, cancer coverage, like media coverage of obesity, has been shown to be framed in an 
overtly individualistic way, as opposed to taking a community perspective (Clarke and van 
Amerom, 2008; Clarke and Everest, 2006). Clarke et al.’s work looked at depictions of cancer in 
the mass print media in Canada and the USA – and as well as a predominantly individualistic 
perspective she found that cancer coverage focussed on medical treatment and cure:  
 ‘This portrayal forecloses on broader understandings of causation, prevention and  
possibilities for the promotion of health. It tends to minimize the possibilities of 
examining links to the environment, culture, gender, ethnicity and other components of 
the social structure and culture.’ (Clarke and Everest, 2006, p. 2598) 
 
The implication is that the media’s individualistic framing of cancer is not only showing a 
tendency to imply a ‘magic bullet’ effect of individual ingredients or of an individual’s ability to 
treat themselves, but it is stifling public debate about wider issues of social determinants of 
health and opportunities to prevent ill health. Therefore, the opportunities for the media to hold 
accountable those responsible for promoting prevention or preventing social inequality are 
minimised.  Again, and as outlined by Williams (2010, p. 183) this latent effect of media on 
policy was studied by Lang and Lang (1981) and characterized as an ‘agenda building’ role, 
rather than an ‘agenda setting’ role, with key variables which influence whether an issue is 
taken up: the framing of an issue, the language used to describe it and the use of credible 
people to describe the issue are all deemed crucial factors.  
 
In terms of nutrition policy, Lang et al. (2009, p. 118) identify three traditions which shape how 
nutrition is conceived: life science nutrition, social nutrition and eco-nutrition. These differ 
conceptually and promote different policy solutions. This is echoed by the work of Gollust and 
Lantz (2009) in their study of print news media coverage in the USA of type 2 diabetes between 
2005 and 2006. They argue that type 2 diabetes is influenced by health behaviours, in turn 
shaped by environmental and social factors. As a result, different policy solutions are offered 
depending on which level of intervention is focussed on.  ‘Which types of policies the public and 
policymakers will support may hinge on their understanding of diabetes.’ (Gollust and Lantz, 
2009, p. 1091).  Like those studying obesity or cardiovascular disease coverage, Gollust and 
Lantz (2009) discovered that media coverage of type 2 diabetes tended to emphasize 
individualized causes and approaches far more than they mentioned social determinants. 
However, they recognized that further designs were necessary to test ‘whether these news 
messages might boost policy support, or alternatively, reduce support by activating negative 
stereotypes’ (p. 1097) but concluded that their results bore implications ‘for the public’s 
likelihood of supporting interventions to reduce the population health burden of diabetes.’ 
(Gollust and Lantz, 2009, p. 1097). In other words, the ability of the media to build public policy 
agendas around public health issues such as diabetes is not only uncertain, if the media do 
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change the framing of an issue there is also a possibility that this might have an unintended 
consequence of activating negative stereotypes and therefore undermining support for health 
interventions. This has been shown by Greiner et al. (2010) in their study on news media 
presentation of fish consumption guidelines. They found that the bulk of messages concentrated 
on risk rather than benefits of fish consumption, so that the benefits of fish consumption may be 
lost to consumers.  
 
Generally, when looking at both public health nutrition and food risks, the literature on food and 
nutrition in the media and its impact on food policies has tended to follow the increasingly 
complex models of agenda-building described by media theorists and outlined above 
(Habermas, 1996; Hilgartner and Bosk, 1998; Jones and Baumgartner, 2003). For example, in 
Miller’s work on the relationship between the media and policy-making in the realm of risk 
communication, in which he uses BSE and the salmonella in eggs food scares as case studies 
(Miller, 1999; Miller and Macintyre, 1998). Miller and Macintyre point out:  
 
‘We cannot understand the actual behaviour of experts, the media, or the public in 
isolation from each other. Instead these need to be examined in the context of their 
interactions.’ (Miller and Macintyre, 1998, p. 230) 
 
In this work (Miller, 1999; Miller and Macintyre, 1998) the authors outline the complex 
interaction between policymakers, politicians, scientific researchers and journalists in what they, 
following Habermas (1996), call a circuit of communication. Miller is critical of research that 
assumes a linear model and imagines the media as a mirror to reality:  
‘The media do not simply reflect controversy or help to “shape its portrayal” in the public 
sphere (Goodell, 1987, p. 595). The media coverage is an integral part of the 
controversy. Media reporting, public responses and specialist opinion are the context in 
which policy making functions and are part of the formula calculated by all participants 
in policy processes.’ (Miller, 1999, p. 1246)   
 
2.3.3 Literature on media agenda setting/building  
As noted above, Dearing and Rogers (1996) outline three arenas of agenda building: public, 
policy and media. They argue that early agenda setting research neglected the arena of the 
media agenda – concentrating on the influence of the media on the public or policy agendas. 
But who sets the media’s agenda? Who is influencing journalists? Since the 1980s many more 
studies have appeared to address this problem, looking at the personal, social and 
organizational ways in which journalists are influenced. There are several theories which have 
arisen in this field, including but not limited to: News Values, Media Templates, Gatekeepers 
and Intermedia Agenda Setting.  
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2.3.3.1 News Values 
The media have been shown to filter information through the use of ‘news values’ which 
determine what is newsworthy, i.e. what characteristics merit inclusion in the news (Galtung and 
Ruge, 1965; Harcup and O’Neill, 2010). Galtung and Ruge’s (1965) study into foreign news 
came up with twelve News Factors, which, if satisfied, would increase the likelihood of an event 
becoming news. These included unexpectedness, negativity, concerning elite nations or elite 
people. Many have revisited and updated this list including Schlesinger (1987) and Harcup and 
O’Neill (2001).  
 
2.3.3.2 Media Templates 
In a development of this theory, Kitzinger (2000) proposes and defines the concept of media 
templates – what she calls patterns of association and the reconstruction of meaning over time. 
Her work demonstrates how template events, for example food scares, can help to shape news 
narratives and guide thinking not only about the past but also of the present and the future.  
 
2.3.3.3 Gatekeepers 
Research has also documented the use of ‘gatekeepers’ – key actors who influence the 
inclusion of news items or the framing of information. These might be sources, journalists 
themselves or other influential actors inside or outside the media organization (Shoemaker and 
Reese, 1996). Research on gatekeeping in the media has evolved from initial studies which 
showed the power of gatekeepers within the media production process – early studies assessed 
the way journalists chose the stories that appeared in their newspapers (White, 1950) leading 
later to a more complex understanding of the politics of information flow with work by 
Shoemaker, Schlesinger and Tumber and others (Shoemaker, 1991; Schlesinger and Tumber 
1995).  These showed that there are many key internal and external actors affecting the 
information flow – for example internal media managers/editors, advertisers and competitors; 
externally, sources, PR companies, pressure groups and audiences. Influential models from 
media theorists to explain this gatekeeping process have included this hierarchical model by 




Figure 2.2 Individual influences on media content in the hierarchical model (source: 
Shoemaker and Reese, 1996, p. 64) 
 
McManus’s model (McManus,1994) of commercial influences on news (Figure 2.3) 
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Figure 2.3 A model of commercial news production (source: McManus, 1994, p. 182) 
 




Figure 2.4 The media organization in a field of social forces (source: McQuail, 2010, p. 
281) 
 
2.3.3.4 Intermedia agenda setting 
Research into ‘inter-media agenda setting’, in which media outlets report a story that has 
previously been covered by another outlet, shows that another influence on the media might be 
that an event has already been covered by a rival news outlet (Protess and McCombs, 1991; 
Walgrave and Van Aelst, 2006; Shoemaker and Reese, 2014). Reese and Danielian (1989), in 
one of the first studies to examine what they term ‘intermedia convergence’ raise concern that:  
 
‘Although perhaps functional for the organizations themselves, such a tendency to 
follow the leader and each other could have serious societal implications. Too much 
sameness in media conflicts with a key value of American pluralistic society, that the 




There is a long-established concept of the media as a ‘4th estate’ – a concept that has been 
attributed to Edmund Burke and dated to the late 18th century (Chandler and Munday, 2011) – 
which conceives of the press as an extra estate joining the medieval three estates of the realm 
and performing a legitimate watchdog function, holding the government to account. This has 
manifested itself in a long tradition of investigative print and broadcast journalism in the UK with 
consumer journalists for example on the BBC Radio 4 Programme ‘Face the Facts’ 
investigating, among other things, food issues such as BSE ‘on behalf’ of the consumer or 
listener. However, there have, in recent years, been concerns among media scholars about the 
ability of journalists to maintain this independent investigative edge, particularly citing the 
reliance of journalists on public relations professionals and news agencies (Lewis et al. 2008).  
Lewis et al. (2008) found that the UK press were far more dependent on copy from press 
agencies such as the Press Association (PA) than they made out: only 1 per cent of stories in 
their sample were directly attributed to PA or other agency services but 30 per cent of stories in 
the sample replicated agency copy almost verbatim with a further 19 per cent being largely 
dependent on such copy.  As Lewis et al. point out (2008) this challenges the UK press’s claims 
to journalistic independence and the role of journalists as a fourth estate; calling into question 
their ability to hold policymakers to account. Because of changes in news production processes 
(many due to technological change, for example the use of the internet and emails) research 
has shown that time in the newsroom is shorter and resources are stretched (Lewis et al., 
2008).  Journalists have become increasingly reliant on press releases to write their copy 
(Bartlett et al., 2002, Lewis et al. 2008) and this has caused concern about the independence of 
the British media and its ability to interrogate or investigate information presented to it by 
external sources (Lewis et al., 2008; Davies, 2009; Williams and Clifford, 2009).  
 
2.3.4 Literature on media agenda setting/building in nutrition and health  
As noted above, there is increasing academic interest in media coverage of nutrition (Cooper et 
al., 2011; Hilton et al., 2012; Riesch and Spiegelhalter, 2011; Hellyer and Haddock-Fraser, 
2011).  Many of these newer studies into food reporting in the media focus on nutrition-related 
chronic preventable diseases (CPDs) such as diabetes or heart disease and their causes such 
as obesity, rather than the food safety scares studied by the Glasgow Media Group and others 
in the 1990s and early 2000s.  However, while many of them analyse the media coverage, few 
investigate how the media’s agenda is being set in an empirical way, through for example 
interviews with journalists, ethnographic studies of media environments or comparisons of 
source material (e.g. press releases) with press coverage. This section focuses on the studies 
that have assessed how the media’s agenda is set in the area of nutrition and health since while 
there are similarities between media processes and norms across all subject areas, media 
coverage of nutrition and health have a particular focus on the following theories: news values, 
media templates, gatekeepers and intermedia agenda setting. 
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2.3.4.1 News Values 
During their earlier research (as noted above), the Glasgow Media Group had compared 
coverage of food scares like BSE and salmonella in eggs with coverage of a chronic diet related 
disease, coronary heart disease (CHD). They found that food safety received more media 
attention than dietary risks for CHD and outlined five ‘news values’ that seemed to be relevant 
to the appearance of stories on health and diet. These were ‘scientific advances’, ‘divisions 
among experts’, ‘matters of state’, ‘division in the government’ and ‘government suppression’ 
(Macintyre et al. 1998, p. 236). They argued that Salmonella and BSE fit all of these criteria and 
so received much more news coverage. CHD, by contrast, rarely fulfilled the criteria but made it 
into the news media if associated with ‘scientific advancement’, ‘government suppression’ or 
‘disagreement among experts’.   Similarly, Hilton et al. (2012) examined coverage of obesity in 
UK newspapers between 1996 and 2010.  While there was a large increase in stories (less than 
40 per year before 2000 rising to 287 in 2004), less than 4% of the articles were printed on the 
front page.  In addition, they considered 64% of the articles to be short (fewer than 500 words, 
compared to the longest article of 4,402 words).   
 
As Macintyre, et al. (1998) have noted,  
‘Neither media coverage of, nor public concern about, public health risks mirrors the 
incidence of disease or the severity of the health problem. While widely recognized, the 
reasons for this apparent mismatch remain poorly explained.’ (Macintyre et al., 1998, p. 
230) 
 
Within media reporting of cancer research there also seems to be a disease hierarchy at play 
that is not linked to disease burden. To start with science coverage has been shown to have a 
bias towards medicine and health-related topics (Weitkamp, 2003; Hansen,1994). Bartlett et al. 
(2002) in a study which took all research articles from the Lancet or the BMJ during 1999 and 
2000 and analysed which were reported in The Sun or The Times newspaper, found that 
studies on women’s health, reproduction and cancer were more likely to be press released and 
covered in newspapers.  Within that research on cancer, Lewison et al. (2008) showed that 
more than a third of cancer research featured on the BBC mentioned breast cancer (compared 
to a disease burden of 13%) with the next most covered cancer cites being lung and prostate 
cancer – noting that lung cancer was much less covered than its disease burden of almost 20% 
would have suggested.  Both these studies reflect a fascination with cancer in the press and a 
particular interest in breast cancer, which has been supported by other studies in the USA 
(Jensen et al., 2010) and Canada (Clarke and Everest, 2006).  This may reflect a media bias 
towards breast cancer, or it may reflect the number of studies on breast cancer:  since there is a 
predominance of breast cancer charities in the UK this may therefore influence the amount of 
research being funded by breast cancer charities and therefore its coverage in the media. 
Clarke and Everest (2006) cite Lantz and Booth (1998) and argue that the predominance of 
stories about breast cancer in the media may reflect the ‘highly vocal and political breast cancer 
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movement that became increasingly mobilized over the 1990s’ (Clarke and Everest, 2006, p. 
2594). In the case of bowel cancer, the media have been shown to shy away from covering this 
topic, perhaps due to prurience about discussing bowels or bowel cancer symptoms, with bowel 
cancer receiving disproportionate coverage compared to its disease burden (Gerlach et al. 
1997; Lewison et al. 2008). Williamson et al. (2011) also found a particular under-representation 
of bowel cancer in UK newspapers that they in part attributed to the taboo associated with the 
disease.   
 
Lang et al. (2009) argue that nutrition is often criticised for an inability to produce consistent 
advice by producing contradictory research.  This apparent inconsistency in nutritional advice is 
also reflected in the newspaper reporting and could be seen as a ‘news value’ in the sense that 
newspapers are more likely to relate contradictory information or disagreements among experts 
(Macintyre et al., 1998; Nagler, 2014; Basu and Hogard, 2008; Greiner et al., 2010).  
Beardsworth (1990) relates this to Weinberg’s notion of ‘trans-scientific’ questions – questions 
that can be asked but not answered by science (Weinberg, 1972) – and argues, that nutrition 
exhibits many trans-scientific traits in that it is constantly evolving and that the data related to it, 
being often based on recall or food diaries, is inherently uncertain. Beardsworth argues that this 
uncertainty is amplified by the media and causes anxiety among the public, while Bufton, Smith 
and Berridge (2003) argue that when there is no scientific consensus, opportunities arise for 
interested parties to make claims and contest policy in accordance with their own views.  
  
2.3.4.2 Media Templates 
Kitzinger built on her own model of ‘media templates’ (2000) in work with Jacquie Reilly on BSE 
(Kitzinger and Reilly, 1997; Reilly, 2003).  
‘…media interest was already primed to the notion of ‘food crises’. The BSE story 
followed in the wake of concern about Listeria and Salmonella. There was thus a clear 
‘media template’ for framing the story. Just as ‘false memory syndrome’ could be 
presented as another example of ‘parent abuse’ and build on concerns generated by 
previous ‘scandals’, so BSE could be reported as further evidence of a crisis in the 
management of food risks and another reason to distrust government policy.’ (Kitzinger 
and Reilly, 1997, p. 339).  
 
Diack and Smith (2004) recognized similar media templates at play in their study of media 
coverage of the Aberdeen typhoid outbreak of 1964: this was the latest in a succession of 
typhoid outbreaks, there were plenty of accounts of personal suffering as well as political 
revelations.  
 
Another media template identified by Riesch and Spiegelhalter (2011) in the realm of public 
health nutrition is that of the ‘nanny state’. In their paper looking at media coverage of new 
WCRF guidelines on red and processed meat consumption they noted how some journalists fell 
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back on familiar media templates such as arguing the medical establishment were like a ‘nanny 
state’ who were trying to stop readers from eating the foods most dear to them (in this case 
bacon, sausages or other cured meats). This ‘nanny state’ template has also been found by 
others when looking at polarised media discourse on proposals to regulate fast food advertising 
in Australia (Udell, 2008; Henderson et al. 2009).   
 
Goldacre (2007) has noted that the media tend to report diet-related research simplistically, 
often without contextualisation (see also Weitkamp and Eidsvaag, 2014, on ‘superfoods’ in the 
media). This means that food items are often taken out of context - overall diet is less likely to 
be mentioned.  This reflects a trend (Scrinis 2012; Dixon, 2009) in which ‘real food’ (as coined 
by Michael Pollan, 2008) is replaced by ‘nutrients’.  Scrinis calls this ‘nutritional reductionism’, 
while Dixon terms it ‘nutritionalisation’. Both chart the recent history of nutrition’s development 
as a science. In nutritional reductionism functional foods, individual ingredients or nutritional 
elements are the focus of research and subsequently dietary advice.  This seems to be 
particularly prevalent in the media’s coverage of research relating to diet’s role in the prevention 
of cancer – of course the media may be merely reporting studies produced by the scientific 
community, commissioned by governments, charities, research organisations who are 
themselves prone to this tendency to view food as isolated nutrients in a similar way to the 
media’s reflection of a bias towards breast cancer research outlined by Lewison et al. (2008).  
 
2.3.4.3 Gatekeepers and Churnalism 
An important area in research into who influences or sets the health media’s agenda is the 
study of gatekeepers and gatekeeping.  In a study of medical coverage in the press, Entwistle 
(1995) interviewed health and medical journalists and conducted a content analysis of medical 
stories in four broadsheet newspapers. Through her interviews, Entwistle found that the working 
practices and preconceptions of journalists played a crucial part in the selection of stories 
appearing in their newspapers. The journalists relied on a few journals as sources of medical 
research news, so the research that appeared in these journals largely determined the pool of 
information from which stories were selected.  The organization and timetable of the newsroom 
played an important part in the gatekeeping process. The BMJ and The Lancet reached 
newsrooms by Thursday lunchtime and then decisions were made as to which stories in the 
journals would be covered in Friday’s newspapers. Stories for Friday editions had to be 
submitted by Thursday evening. The broadsheet papers she studied each published an average 
of 1.25 stories from the Lancet and the BMJ every Friday – therefore it seems those journals 
were almost guaranteed at least one story in the broadsheet newspapers every week.  Entwistle 
outlines how journalists told her they based their stories on the full research article and not the 
journals’ press releases, though press releases were valued as early information. However, 
many studies have shown a heavy reliance by journalists on pre-packaged news sources, such 
as press releases (Lewis et al., 2008; Bartlett et al., 2002; Tanner, 2004) while other studies 
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have shown the considerable influence of press releases on related media reporting (Riesch 
and Spiegelhalter 2011; Weitkamp and Eidsvaag, 2014).  
 
As well as the use of pre-packaged press material, research has investigated the use of media 
sources or interviewees in health and nutrition reporting. Entwistle (1995) found that:  
 
‘Journalists preferred to quote recognised leaders in the field and trusted 
contacts who had previously supplied lively comments. Many approached 
medical research charity press offices to identify suitable experts for 
them, giving these organisations a chance to shape media reporting.’ 
(Entwistle 1995, p. 921) 
 
Lewison et al. (2008) in their study of BBC online reporting of cancer research found that the 
BBC were keen on getting ‘experts’ to comment on research, and by far the most likely 
organisation to be asked to comment was Cancer Research UK, with the next two most likely 
organisations also from cancer charities. Lewison et al. (2008) pointed out that while the 
Wellcome Trust and the MRC are active in cancer research, the Wellcome Trust did not appear 
as commentators at all while the MRC only appeared in 1% of stories. The authors do not 
attempt to explain this finding, but there could be a link with the size of press and PR team 
associated with these organisations.  Studies in the USA of cancer research reporting (Moriarty 
et al., 2010) have discovered that sources they expected to play a prominent role in newspaper 
reporting were not as visible in print as they had thought. They carried out a content analysis of 
cancer news coverage in top newspapers in the USA for the year 2003 to discover the most 
frequently cited sources.  They expected pharmaceutical companies to be quoted as sources 
frequently; ‘It seemed logical that pharmaceutical companies would utilize their considerable 
monetary resources to shape coverage’ (Moriarty et al., 2010, p. 46).  However, they discovered 
a lack of ‘explicit citations’ of pharmaceutical companies in most cancer stories, while there was 
more evidence that research institutions influenced stories in this way.  Of course, a lack of 
explicit citations does not mean that pharmaceutical companies were not exerting influence in 
other ways.  
 
Riesch and Spiegelhalter (2011) raised concerns about the role of the press release in media 
coverage, to some extent blaming the press release for the resulting coverage. Their paper is 
one of the few that has looked at representations of diet and cancer research in the media, they 
looked at coverage of a report from the World Cancer Research Fund. They concluded that 
information in the report, the press release and the website was contradictory. The resulting 
negative coverage was not only a factor of the conflicting advice presented but, argue Riesch 
and Spiegelhalter (2011), was also due to essentially opposing perspectives on the part of the 
authors of the research and the readership of the newspapers in which the media coverage 
appeared. The WCRF are presenting an unpopular message - their research shows that alcohol 
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and red and processed meats increase cancer risk and they recommend a reduction in 
consumption of these.  Riesch and Spiegelhalter (2011) quote The Sun’s health columnist Dr. 
Keith Hopcroft to illustrate their point: ‘I’d rather shave a few years off my life with the occasional 
bacon sarnie than be 100 and dribbling into my All Bran’ (Riesch and Spiegelhalter, 2011, p. 
61). They found that the media took a largely negative review of the WCRF’s recommendations 
– with commentators perhaps taking up the perceived/predicted concerns of their readers.  This 
highlights another pressure on journalists which can be seen from McQuail’s (2010, p. 281) 
model of media organization (figure 2.4) – the demands of the audience.  
 
2.3.4.4 Intermedia agenda setting 
While there have been several studies on intermedia agenda setting in media coverage of the 
climate change debate (for example Djerf-Pierre, 2012), and much research into intermedia 
agenda setting in the realm of political journalism (Noelle-Neumann and Mathes, 1987; 
Vliegenthart and Walgrave, 2008) no references to intermedia agenda setting in the literature on 
health or nutrition reporting were found during this review.  
 
2.4 Summary 
The media’s role in food policymaking is explained to some extent by agenda setting and 
associated theories. While the agenda setting powers of the media are notoriously difficult to 
pinpoint because of a wide variety of confounding factors, a number of associated theories have 
been developed to expand and improve research in this area.  Agenda building theories have 
recognized that the role of the media is not best explained by a linear model, nor can the 
media’s role in policymaking be viewed in isolation from other actors such as government 
advisers or industry experts. The media are one part of a complex set of actors that should be 
analysed within their interactions. Research in the area of agenda building has focused on how 
the media set the agenda and neglected models that analyse how the media’s agenda is itself 
set.  
 
Academic research into media coverage of food scares has been joined by a growing body of 
work looking at how nutritional science is represented in the media.  This literature reflects 
concern with the role of the press release, accuracy in reporting of scientific research, the role 
of the media in an age of chronic and preventable diet related illness and overt and covert 
influences on media reports.  The media operate within a complex structure of forces from both 
inside and outside their organization.  These forces exert influences both on the articles that 
appear in the media and the way they are framed. In many areas of food and health reporting 
prevention of ill-health and social determinants of health are overpowered by coverage which 
frames health and diet in an individualistic way – as a problem of lifestyle, personal choice or 
individual behaviour as opposed to socially determined or treatable with public policy solutions. 
The extent to which this has an influence on food policy and policy makers is unclear.   
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Chapter 3: Literature Review: Food Policy: Government communication and nutrition 
policymaking at government level.  
 
3.1 Introduction 
This chapter continues the literature review from Chapter 2, and describes categories 5, 6 and 7 
of the categories emerging from the eight-phase process of the literature review (for full details 
of this process see section 2.2: Literature Review Methods):  
5: literature on government communication 
6: literature on nutrition policymaking at government level  
7: literature on red and processed meat    
These are set out in turn below.  
 
3.2 Literature on government communication 
3.2.1 Government Communications policy 
 
Canel and Sanders (2013) note that government communication is complex and operates at 
multiple levels and layers. Introducing their book which takes an international and multi-level 
perspective, they define government communication as:  
 
‘The role, practice, aims and achievements of communication as it takes place in and 
on behalf of public institution(s) whose primary end is executive in the service of a 
political rationale, and that are constituted on the basis of the people’s indirect or direct 
consent and charged to enact their will.’ (Canel and Sanders, 2013, p. 4) 
 
This thesis is concerned with government communication at a national level and specifically 
within the UK, so literature searches were confined to this area. In addition, since this thesis is 
concerned with the period from the mid-1990s to the early 2010s, the majority of the literature 
reviewed in this area focused on this time period which covered the end of a long period of 
Conservative rule in the UK, the beginning of a 13-year period when the Labour party were in 
government (1997-2010) and a period of coalition government between the right of centre 
Conservative party and the centrist Liberal Democrats (2010-2015).  For context, several 
histories of government communication in the UK were consulted (Tulloch, 1993; Grant, 1999; 
Curran, 2002; Gaber, 2007; McNair, 2007; Sanders, 2008; Campbell, 2011; Gregory, 2012).   
 
Gregory (2012) outlines the structure of UK government, a parliamentary democracy in which 
MPs (Members of Parliament) from different political parties are elected by their local 
constituents to represent them.  Parliament is the highest legislative authority in the UK. It is 
responsible for holding the government to account and debating and approving new laws.  A 
political party that wins an overall majority of MPs in the House of Commons at a general 
election forms a government and the leader of that party becomes Prime Minister. If no party 
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wins a majority then the largest party may form a minority government or there may be a 
coalition government of two or more parties. The Prime Minister appoints ministers to lead and 
work in government departments (Departments of State) which have a large amount of 
autonomy.  Each department employs members of the Civil Service who do the practical and 
administrative work of the government. They are coordinated and managed by the Prime 
Minister in his role as Minister for The Civil Service, but they are obliged to be politically 
impartial and independent of government. The Civil Service are accountable to the public for the 
work that they do and this political impartiality is considered a crucial part of their work and is 
enshrined in various professional codes of conduct. (see also 
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/civil-service/about, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/how-government-works 
http://www.parliament.uk/about/how/role/parliament-government/) (UK Government, 2015; Civil 
Service, 2015; Gregory, 2012). 
 
Gregory (2012) and Ogilvy-Webb (1965) date the origins of organized government 
communications back to 1854 while conceding that it was not until the First World War that a 
formal government department, the Department of Information was set up to coordinate 
propaganda for the war effort.  After the First World War the Department of Information was 
disbanded (Sanders, 2008) and many more government departments introduced their own 
publicity machinery (Grant, 1999).  They were reluctant to give up this function during the 
Second World War (1939-45) although again a central Ministry of Information was introduced to 
handle propaganda for the war effort. Grant (1999) documents the tensions that accompanied 
the introduction of the postwar Central Office of Information. Government Departments were 
keen to retain their power to decide publicity policy, and to dismantle the Ministry of Information 
which had played a central role in war-time propaganda. In addition, there were political 
objections that:  
‘…under Party Government it is wrong for the party in power to use the taxpayers’ 
money to persuade the voter to adhere to the party line in matters of political 
controversy.’ (Grant, 1999, p. 58). 
 
In other words, government communication should not be party political.  The Ministry of 
Information was dissolved in 1946, to be replaced by the Central Office for Information, a 
demotion in rank from ministry to office. (Grant, 1999; Tulloch, 1993). This non-ministerial 
department and the information officers working for each Department of State formed the 
Government Information Service (GIS) which was renamed the Government Information and 
Communication Service in 1997 after an internal review (Sanders, 2008; Gregory, 2012), the 
Government Communication Network in 2004 after the Phillis Review (Phillis 2004) and after 
another review instigated by the new Coalition government in 2010 was again renamed the 
Government Communication Service (UK Govt., 2013 see 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-central-government-communication-service-to-save-
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money-and-raise-standards).  These changes in the way government communications are run 
since 1997 have broadly come about after reviews instigated by new administrations coming 
into office after a general election.  This has to do with our party-political model of democracy 
which, over the last 50 years has seen a flip-flopping of control between left-leaning Labour 
governments and right-leaning Conservative governments. In very broad terms Labour favours 
an enlarged role for the state while the Conservative doctrine leans towards a smaller 
government. Different approaches to government are seen as different administrations take 
control and take a doctrinaire approach to government communication (Sanders 2008).  As can 
be seen from the description above, the structure of UK government communications is ever-





Figure 3.1 British Government Communication 2008 (source: Sanders, 2008, p.87) 
 
Despite continued government promises to reduce the size of government departments and cut 
waste and inefficiency (Hood et al., 2009), the literature documents a general and sustained 
increase in the size of government communications divisions and the amount of information 
these officers were generating. Davis (2003) documents an increase in information officers 
across seven government departments from 160 in 1979 to 370 in 2001 (Davis, 2003, p. 29).  
Gaber (2007) reveals that in 1995 government departments issued an average of 476 news 
releases per month. In 2004, the monthly average was 807 (Gaber, 2007, p.222).  In an 
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indication of the amount of press inquiries these departments were dealing with, Gaber and 
Underwood (1999), cited in Gaber (2007) found that on average in any one day each press 
officer in the Home Office was handling more than 40 calls.  
 
Much of the literature in this area is concerned with the extent to which government 
communications have remained (and should not be) propaganda machines (Tulloch, 1993; 
Gaber, 2007) and the extent to which UK governments have tried to ameliorate party political 
influence in government communications (McNair, 2004; Sanders, 2008; Gregory, 2012).  As 
noted by Gaber (2007) there are many contradictions, problems and paradoxes inherent in 
political communications in a mass media democracy.  This is to do with two paradoxes which 
become apparent from the literature on this subject.  Firstly, the structure and mechanisms of 
the UK’s political system, as outlined above, in which each Department of State (for example 
the Department of Health, the Treasury, The Home Office) has a formal communication function 
made up of civil servants, including press officers, whose job is to present and promote the 
policies of the department but who are bound by their professional code of conduct to remain 
impartial. For the press officers, as outlined by Gaber (2007) this is a complicated juggling act: 
 
‘…career civil servants (mindful of the demands of the code, the wishes of their 
ministers and their own careers) are being asked to make daily judgments of Solomon. 
For surely it is problematic, at the very least, to urge government press officers to justify 
the thinking behind government policy and help the public – by helping journalists – to 
understand the politics of the government of the day, without appearing to be 
cheerleaders for the government.’ (Gaber, 2007, p. 223) 
 
This situation has been muddied by the introduction of Special Advisers under Harold Wilson’s 
Labour government in 1974 (Gregory, 2012). These Special Advisers (who may or may not 
have a communications role) are party political appointees, made temporary civil servants and 
appointed by Ministers to advise on policy. They are not required to carry out their duties with 
objectivity or impartiality (Gregory, 2012).  While some special advisers are drawn from the 
ranks of the civil service, other special advisers on press communication have been drawn from 
the ranks of newspaper journalists, notably the former journalist, Alastair Campbell whose 
appointment as the Labour Prime Minister Tony Blair’s chief press secretary was political but 
who had powers (granted by a special order in council) over civil servants (Sanders 2012).  A 
body of the recent UK literature in the area of government communication focuses on the period 
of the Blair administration (1997-2007) when the lines between impartial government 
communication and political propaganda were seen to be blurring leading to the government 
being accused of manipulating or politicizing communication or ‘spinning’ (Moloney, 2001; 
Franklin, 2003; McNair 2007; Schlesinger 2009; Sanders, 2013). In addition, civil servant 
communicators were said to be coming under increasing political pressure from special advisers 
(Gregory 2012).  While Gaber (2007) argues that the normative model of impartial government 
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communications is impossible to maintain under any government and Tulloch (1993) that 
government communication has long been politicized, some fierce critics of government 
communication under Tony Blair suggest this ‘spin’ damaged the perception of the 
government’s integrity and therefore public trust in government (Ingham, 2003; Jones, 2001 
cited in Sanders, 2008).  
 
The second paradox in government communication in the UK concerns the ‘informed consent’ 
model.  The UK’s representative democratic system assumes that in order to carry out their 
electoral duty, citizens need to be informed of both government policies and activities as well as 
the policies and activities of the opposition parties (Gaber, 2007, Gregory 2012). So, the 
transparency and accountability of the political system is a pre-requisite for a functioning 
representative democracy. As Florini (2007) puts it:  
 
‘The essence of representative democracy is informed consent, which requires that 
information about government practices and policies be disclosed. And in democracies, 
by definition, information about government belongs to the people, not the government.’ 
(Florini, 2007, p. 3) 
 
However, the incumbent party have a vested interest in promoting their own policies over those 
of the opposition so as to keep themselves in government. This conflict of interest makes 
informed consent more difficult to achieve (Gaber, 2007).   
 
There are of course arguments against transparency – Florini (2007) neatly pinpoints some of 
these by pitting arguments for ‘transparency’ and ‘the right to know’ against ‘privacy’ and 
‘national security’. In the case of trade, commercial sensitivities also play a part, as do wider 
considerations of data protection and concerns about privacy have grown in the era of big data 
and WikiLeaks. Florini (2007) comments that the arguments for greater transparency were 
dominant in the early 2000s, with the UK’s Freedom of Information Act (2000) giving the right to 
access information from public sector organisations. In addition, the UK government has used 
increased threats to national security from terrorism as a reason to introduce legislation (the so-
called ‘Snooper’s Charter’ or Investigatory Powers Act 2016) requiring web and phone 
companies to store call and browsing histories for 12 months and give access to it to the police 
and security services (Travis, 2016).  Florini (2007) also points out that there are practical limits 
to the desire for transparency – we elect representatives and expect them to govern on our 
behalf. We delegate duties to them since it is not practical for all citizens to know about or carry 
out policy making decisions. Florini’s (2007) argument is that there needs to be a balance struck 
between openness and transparency and here is where an interesting question lies for food 
policy. Particulary pertinent to this study is the formulation by the UK government of the Food 
Standards Agency (FSA) in 2000, as an open and transparent body, operating at arms-length 
from government, which aimed to be fully accountable to both civil society, industry and 
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government. Using the FSA as a case study, Hajer et al. (2009) describe what they term the 
process of ‘deliberative governance’. This commitment to transparency made by the FSA 
means that all policy decisions are taken in public, and the FSA are committed to publishing 
many of their policymaking documents including advice to Ministers. Hajer et al. (2009) go on to 
describe how this was performed to achieve public accountability. A raft of literature examining 
this process of deliberative governance has appeared (Hendriks, 2009) which outlines its goals: 
to include members of the public as well as experts and officials in policymaking through a 
process in which these actors are informed about a policy and debate and discuss its pros and 
cons, so as to improve or decide on an outcome. In addition, this literature describes how well 
attempts at deliberative democracy have performed with some authors indicating that it can be 
successful under some contexts and conditions while others argue that such processes can 
foster conflict and are difficult to achieve in reality (Hendriks, 2009). Hajer et al. (2009) contrast 
deliberative governance with authoritative governance – and both Hajer et al. and Hendriks 
make the point that these processes deserve further investigation from public policy scholars.   
 
3.2.2 Government Communication on health and food 
The food scare stories in the UK of the late 1980s and the early 1990s (listeria, BSE, salmonella 
and genetically modified foods) both heightened the media’s interest in food and health (Smith, 
1991; Beardsworth, 1997) and set new challenges for scientists and government in 
communicating the science of food.  These new challenges were being addressed in tandem 
with the changes in UK government communications as outlined above. Of these food safety 
issues the one that had the most far-reaching consequences was BSE, which caused a ‘Media 
Quake’ (Bauer et al. 2006) in 1996/97 with the sudden announcement by the British government 
of the link between bovine spongiform encephalopathy, BSE (a disease of cattle which the 
government had previously maintained, in the face of great media speculation, had no effect on 
human health) and new variant Creutzfeld-Jakob disease, nvCJD, a new disease of the human 
nervous system.  
 
Journalists were outraged at what veteran food broadcaster and writer Derek Cooper called a 
‘conspiracy of silence’ (Cooper, 2000, p.204). During the period before the link to nvCJD was 
announced, he wrote: 
 
       ‘In a democracy is it defensible that so much of the truth should be willfully 
withheld from public scrutiny or doctored to make it less politically explosive? 
At the time of writing the government is still sitting on a report prepared by 
Professor Richard Southwood of Oxford University’s zoology department 
revealing the true extent of the danger to humans from eating meat infected by 
bovine spongiform encephalopathy.  How long will we have to wait to be told 




Government, at least with hindsight, saw it more as a ‘fiasco’ than a conspiracy (Great Britain. 
Parliament, House of Lords, 2000) but this ‘quake’ caused a change in both the way food is 
represented by the UK news media and a debate over how government should communicate 
risk. Reilly argues (2003, p. 81) that science was at the centre of this issue.  
 
       ‘Had more been known about the BSE agent, clearer statements about diagnosis 
and treatment could have been made. But, what became clear quickly was that 
until scientific uncertainties about mad cow disease were cleared up, 
reassurances about the safety of British beef were not entirely convincing, and 
no firm resolution to the problem could be reached.’  (Reilly, 2003, p. 81) 
 
This argument refutes the widely-held media view that the BSE crisis was a ‘conspiracy of 
silence’ (Cooper 2000, p. 204) – blaming instead ‘scientific uncertainties’ or an inability of 
science and government to come up with answers. Seale (2002, p. 75) sees this as a tendency 
in the media – a desire to simplify complex scientific information to create ‘unambiguous 
storylines’.  Others in the scientific community saw this rather as a failure of communication on 
the part of government or a misunderstanding of science and scientific processes (that science 
and its processes are inherently uncertain) by either the press or the public.  To understand this 
better it is useful to examine the history of the long-standing debate on media coverage of 
scientific research. 
 
The developing debate on media coverage of scientific research emanates largely from those 
concerned with the Public Understanding of Science – a movement in the UK that started with 
the publication of the so-called Bodmer Report in 1985 (Royal Society (Great Britain) & Bodmer, 
1985).  The Bodmer Report (‘The Public Understanding of Science’) was a report of a Royal 
Society ad hoc group, chaired by Sir Walter Bodmer, a prominent geneticist and at the time of 
writing Head of the Cancer and Immunogenetics Laboratory in the Weatherall Institute of 
Molecular Medicine at the University of Oxford.  Although it is commonly documented that the 
Bodmer Report was commissioned in response to the threat of funding cuts for science, a fear 
among scientists that they were not valued by the public and a period of retreat into academia 
by UK scientists (Miller 2001; Sturgis and Allum 2004) this is refuted by Bodmer himself 
(Bodmer, 2010) who maintains that there was no evidence of public disaffection with science 
nor was it a primary aim of the report to illicit public support for science. The main thrust of the 
report, Bodmer says, was for scientists to learn how to communicate with the public and to 
consider it a duty to do so.  In the report itself, which it should be noted was published before 
the first case of BSE in cattle in the UK in 1986 or the eggs and salmonella scare of 1988/9, 
Bodmer mentions diet at the very beginning of his report:  
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‘Many personal decisions, for example about diet, vaccination, personal 
hygiene or safety at home and at work, would be helped by some 
understanding of the underlying science. Understanding includes not just 
the facts of science, but also the method and its limitations as well as an 
appreciation of the practical and social implications.’ (Royal Society and 
Bodmer, 1985, p. 6) 
 
The report had a wide influence leading to the setting up of COPUS (the Committee on the 
Public Understanding of Science) that awarded grants for research into PUS and promoted it 
through initiatives such as science writing competitions and National Science Week, as well as 
the founding of the journal ‘Public Understanding of Science’ and university courses on science 
communication.     
 
The Public Understanding of Science movement continued through the late 1980s and 1990s to 
encourage scientists to communicate more effectively with the public. However, as discussed 
above, the BSE/CJD crisis of 1996 and onwards caused government and science to re-examine 
its relationship with the public.  It spawned a huge body of literature on risk communication 
(Lofstedt and Frewer, 1998; Bennett and Calman, 1999; Bennett et al., 2010) some of which 
affected policy inside the Department of Health, as documented by Peter Bennett and 
colleagues (1999), then a principal analyst in the Department of Health who gave a guide to 
good practice including the Department of Health’s ‘Risk Communication Checklist’ (Bennett et 
al., 1999).  This checklist highlights how aware policymakers within government were of media 
agenda setting concepts such as news values and framing, see for example an extract on 
Media Triggers, at Figure 3.2.  
 48 
 
Figure 3.2 Extract from Risk Communication checklist, Department of Health (source: 
Bennett et al., 1999, p. 211) 
 
In 2000, the House of Lords Select Committee on Science and Technology produced a report 
‘Science and Society’ which saw a ‘crisis of trust’ between government, scientists and the 
public: 
 
‘Society's relationship with science is in a critical phase. Science today is 
exciting, and full of opportunities. Yet public confidence in scientific advice 
to Government has been rocked by BSE; and many people are uneasy 
about the rapid advance of areas such as biotechnology and IT - even 
though for everyday purposes they take science and technology for 
granted.’ (Great Britain. Parliament, House of Lords, 2000, Summary 1.) 
 
BSE was not the only food issue to influence the Science and Society report.  Having 
condemned the BSE crisis as a ‘fiasco’ it discussed at length media reporting, particularly of the 
latest food scare: genetically modified foods.  It identified a circulation war between The 
Express and the Daily Mail (Great Britain. Parliament, House of Lords, 2000, Chapter 7, 7.22), 
newspapers that, the report said, had both begun a campaign against GM foods.  The 
Express’s headline ‘Mutant Crops Could Kill You’ (Daily Express, 1999, 18th February) received 
 49 
particular attention – the report used it as an example of the media’s inability to communicate 
uncertainty (Great Britain. Parliament, House of Lords, 2000, Chapter 1, 1.18). It also raised the 
issues of risk communication (criticising the media for perpetuating an assumption that absolute 
safety is achievable) and the responsibility of journalists to represent and deal fairly with 
scientists.   
 
Although the Science and Society report recognised the work of the Public Understanding of 
Science movement, it also saw the public debates around BSE and GM as emblematic of a 
problem with PUS itself.  The report characterized this as an inability of science and scientists to 
understand the public – 
  
‘Despite all this activity and commitment, we have been told from several 
quarters that the expression "public understanding of science" may not be 
the most appropriate label. Sir Robert May called it a "rather backward-
looking vision" (Q 28). It is argued that the words imply a condescending 
assumption that any difficulties in the relationship between science and 
society are due entirely to ignorance and misunderstanding on the part of 
the public; and that, with enough public-understanding activity, the public 
can be brought to greater knowledge, whereupon all will be well. This 
approach [27] is felt by many of our witnesses to be inadequate; the British 
Council went so far as to call it "outmoded and potentially disastrous’ (p 
140). (Great Britain. Parliament, House of Lords, 2000, Chapter 3, 3.9) 
  
This criticism came to be known in the literature around science communication as the deficit 
model (Gross, 1994) and has parallels both in mass media and communication theory (e.g. the 
‘hypodermic needle’ model of communication in which the audience are unquestioning and 
isolated receivers of information (Williams, 2003, p. 28)) and in food policy in the realm of public 
health nutrition (the ‘empty vessel’ model of nutrition education in which the public need only 
receive better information to achieve a better diet (Lang et al., 2009, p. 227)).  Debates around 
all three theoretical models are on-going but there is now an acceptance among researchers in 
these fields that communication is not a linear model.  The Science and Society report of 2000 
advocated more ‘Public Engagement’ with science. Its recommendations were taken up by the 
then Government whose Chief Scientific Adviser, Sir David King said in 2003 ‘The old approach 
to the public understanding of science is now well left behind. The new approach is public 
engagement with science and technology, which recognises the need for a dialogue in which 
both scientists and the public can contribute to the debate.’  (quoted in Bodmer 2010, S158).   
 
Pieczka and Escobar (2012) see a shift in thinking from a public engagement model to a ‘public 





Figure 3.3 Communication modes within science and society models (source: Pieczka 
and Escobar 2012, p. 122) 
 
It could be argued that advances in new media herald a new era of participatory media which 
includes public dialogue – for example interactive commentary for readers of online 
newspapers, embedded Twitter commentary on media reports or the contribution of science 
blogs. Media theories are evolving to incorporate this.  McQuail (2010, p. 546) charts a move 
away from mass communication as the dominant model, seeing it as a ‘transitional phase of 
industrial mass public communication’ which is giving way to a new more flexible and diffuse 
model.   However, in 2012 Pieczka and Escobar see the current media as a barrier to Public 
Dialogue in science and society.  They interviewed 28 science and technology Public 
Engagement professionals about public engagement with science. They found that while the 
shift from public understanding of science to public engagement had been well understood, this 
did not appear to be the case with Public Dialogue (PD): 
 
‘The majority of our interviewees showed real difficulty in understanding the 
PD model. Very few saw the relationship between scientists, citizens and 
policy-makers as a socio-political issue with implications for democratic 
governance. Instead, mistrust was mostly framed as public 
misunderstanding, aggravated by the media.’ (Pieczka and Escobar, 2012, 
p. 122) 
 
In contrast government has recently shown itself ready to embrace social media as a way of 




media-guidance-for-civil-servants).  Although cautious in their approach, civil servants are 
encouraged to use social and other digital media:  
 
‘There are many benefits to using social media. It helps government to communicate 
with the public; to consult and engage; and to be more transparent and accountable. As 
civil servants, we are becoming increasingly digital in the way we operate. Alongside all 
the benefits that this brings we need to be aware of the responsibilities that come with 
it, and ensure we maintain the highest level of propriety.’ (Maude, 2014)  
 
However, the extent to which this encouragement has, in practice, involved anything more than 
one-way communication (i.e. has embraced a PD model) seems to be limited (Graham et al., 
2013). In addition, some have criticized the tardiness of the government in taking up the 
opportunities social media offers to communicate directly with the public (Jackson and Lilleker, 
2011; Dunleavy, 2012).  
 
3.3 Literature on nutrition policymaking at government level  
3.3.1 Food policy context 
This thesis is concerned with a policy developed, influenced and made by the Department of 
Health over an 18-year period (1993-2011).  This policy was developed with evidence gathered 
by government advisory committees on nutrition, therefore the literature reviewed for this 
section deals with such committees and their role in the making of food policy in the UK. 
However, it is worth noting at this point the general political context in which these committees 
operated, as seen from a food policy perspective. A fundamental disjunct in food policy is the 
separation in the UK of those parts of government that make food production policy and those 
parts which control nutrition and consumption policies (Lang et al. 2001; Barling et al. 2002). In 
addition, key corporate players in the food production system have become important in the 
market economy and so have been included into government systems of food regulation (Flynn 
and Marsden, 1992; Panjwani and Caraher 2014) leading to concern about the marginalization 
of public health nutrition in public policy (Hastings, 2012; Rayner and Lang 2012).  These 
authors argue that this has happened in the context of a dominant post-war neo-liberal 
productionist food policy designed to ensure food security and support the agricultural and food 
processing industries in both the UK and latterly the EU (Barling et al. 2002). Furthermore, this 
‘productionist paradigm’ has failed to address pressing concerns about sustainability in the food 
chain and mounting public health issues such as obesity, cancer and cardiovascular disease 
(Rayner and Lang, 2012).  Steps have been taken to address this lack of integration and lack of 
joined-up policy in the UK (van Zwanenberg and Millstone, 2005) but these are hampered by 
the bounded remits or persistent silo mentalities within departments (Barling et al. 2002) as well 
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as repeated reorganization in the wake of changing administrations (van Zwanenberg and 
Millstone, 2005; Jones et al. 2010).  
 
Prior to the Blair government of 1997, responsibility for food and farming was held by MAFF (the 
Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food) while responsibility for nutrition was held by the 
Department of Health. After 1997 and in the wake of crises such as BSE in farming and food 
safety, the new Labour government instituted the Food Standards Agency (in 2000), a non-
ministerial departmental body, in an attempt to integrate food policies and put responsibility for 
them at arm’s length from government interference (van Zwanenberg and Millstone 2005). The 
Food Standards Agency (FSA) had been conceived by Professor Philip James in a report for 
Tony Blair (James, 1997) and would take responsibility for nutrition away from the Department 
of Health and off-farm food production and food safety away from MAFF (van Zwanenberg and 
Millstone, 2005).  MAFF was replaced by a new ministry, the Department of the Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA). Lang et al. (2001) argue that this hasty policy response in the 
wake of crises was ill-conceived as it left central government without core nutrition advice and 
fragmented further the already disjointed machinery of food policy.  After a general election in 
2010, the new coalition (Conservative/Liberal Democrat) government broke up the FSA, taking 
responsibility for nutrition back into the Department of Health and responsibility for nutrition and 
labeling back to DEFRA, leaving the FSA with responsibility for food safety, hygiene and food 
law enforcement.  The ongoing process of devolution within the UK as Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland gain governing powers has further complicated responsibilities, as can be seen 













Figure 3.4 Responsibilities for food-related policies (source: Food Standards Agency, 
2015)  
 
3.3.2 Government Advisory Committees on Nutrition 
Since this thesis is concerned with government policy made following advice from scientific 
advisory committees on nutrition (COMA in 1998 and SACN in 2011), it was appropriate to 
consult the literature on such committees.  Advisory committees on nutrition have been giving 
government advice since the Ministry of Health was established in 1918 (Smith 1998) and their 
contribution has been characterized by tensions between nutritional science and political 
pragmatism (Smith, 1997; Bufton and Berridge, 2000; Bufton, 2005; Packer, 2006). In addition, 
the policymaking process has been distinguished by uncertainty over scientific evidence and 
friction between government departments, advisory bodies and external actors (Smith, 1997; 
van Zwanenberg and Millstone, 2005).  Reflecting on this, Smith (2000) notes that there is an 
idealistic view of the link between science and food policy in the literature (Bufton and Berridge, 
2000), which argues a normative model would be a direct link between the two. In practice this 
is rarely the case: 
 
‘…the links between science and food policy can rarely be straightforward. Policy making 
and implementation involve processes of negotiation between among others scientists, 
administrators, politicians, and industrial interests. The public play a role as voters and 
consumers, and the media is frequently an important influence.’ (Smith, 2000, p. 101) 
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Smith’s comments are echoed by both Miller (1999) and Berridge and Stanton (1999), who 
point out similarities between this normative model and that around evidence-based policy: both 
often overlook the complexity of food and nutrition policy making. Berridge and Stanton (1999) 
characterize these simplistic linear models as essentially positivist in outlook and note that the 
Public Understanding of Science (PUS) movement is based on similar assumptions.  
Literature in this area reveals two views on the role of experts in society. Typically, some (for 
example Schudson, 2006) see expertise as speaking ‘truth to power’ – or taking a stand by 
using their expertise – and clarifying debate while others (such as Schlesinger, 2009) warn that 
experts can create barriers between those with know-how and those without, noting that power 
can be seductive for those given privileged access to policymaking tables by virtue of their 
expertise. Experts can use evidence to muddy the policy waters. Schlesinger (2009) documents 
the institutionalisation of expertise as governments mobilise experts to win public policy 
arguments.  Jasanoff (1997, p. 228) uses BSE to argue that UK expert reports are rarely 
backed up by records of arguments or dissent and concludes that they operate through a 
consensual approach. Furthermore, she argues that members of UK scientific advisory 
committees are chosen from the ‘great and the good’; expertise is a lesser consideration than 
status.  Bufton (2001) disagrees, pointing out that his research into COMA reveals Jasanoff’s 
generalisations do not always hold true – the COMA meetings on diet and cardiovascular 
disease he studied were marked by dissent and this was reflected in the findings they produced. 
In addition, Bufton (2001) found that COMA members were recruited precisely because of their 
expertise in the subject area. 
A raft of the literature looks at conflict of interest on scientific advisory committees.  
McCambridge et al. (2013) and Moodie et al. (2013) show how the alcohol and food industry 
have used evidence in submissions to government to influence policy. They argue the potential 
for corporations with vested interests to ‘interfere with the evaluation of scientific evidence by 
policymakers’ (McCambridge et al., 2013, p. 2) should be restricted. In addition, there have 
been concerns about influence on members of scientific committees and their links with industry 
(Gornall, 2015).  Governments have sought to minimise this by producing guidelines for expert 
committees (for example asking members to declare any interests see 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/scientific-advisory-committees-code-of-practice 
(Government Office for Science, 2011)). Rowe et al. (2013) from a North American perspective 
offer a set of principles for dealing with conflict of interest on advisory panels, including 
disclosure of relevant financial interests, eligibility criteria, and an inclusive approach. They point 
out that some bias is inherent and raise concerns that exclusion of scientists deemed to have 
financial conflicts risks a diminution of industry-academia interactions. (Rowe et al., 2013, p. 
174).  Timotijevic et al. (2013) outline the growing expectations put upon Scientific Advisory 
Bodies to democratise the scientific decision making process by inviting consultation from 
outside organisations and individuals as part of a stakeholder consultation process. They 
examine this through the lens of the Post Normal Science (PNS) framework (Funtowicz & 
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Ravetz, 1993) and point out the inherent contradiction of ‘independent’ scientific advice being 
formulated in consultation with industry bodies, NGOs and other stakeholders (Timotijevic, 
2013, p. 85).  
Bufton, Smith & Berridge (2003) drawing on Weinberg’s (1972) notion of ‘trans-science’ 
(scientific questions that can be asked but cannot be answered) argue that when there is no 
scientific consensus in nutrition policy making committees, opportunities arise for interested 
parties to make claims and contest policy in accordance with their politics: ‘Interpretations of 
ambiguous data are often conditioned by broader, quasi-political interests’ (Bufton et al. 2003, 
p. 488).  Political interests are also shown to be at play in the setting up, recruitment and 
maintenance of a successful advisory committee (Smith 2007, p. 107; Packer, 2006). Smith 
(2007) outlines counter-briefing at committee meetings by opposing ministries and 
interdepartmental wrangling leading to one advisory committee gaining prominence over 
another (Smith 2000, pp. 107, 108, 110).  
3.4 Literature on red meat 
3.4.1 Cultural significance of red meat in the UK 
 
This thesis is concerned with a policy relating to red and processed meat.  Red meat in general 
and beef in particular has a cultural and political significance in the UK that cannot be 
overlooked when discussing the policy development and media discourse in this area. 
 
Red meat is generally defined as meat which is red when raw and not white when cooked. The 
US Department of Agriculture defines red meat by the amount of myoglobin (a protein) held in 
the muscles of the animal. They define beef, pork, lamb and veal as red meat because they 
have more myoglobin than poultry or fish (USDA, 2017). In addition, they define all livestock as 
red meat. In the UK the Department of Health defines red meat as beef, lamb, pork, veal, 
venison and goat. They do not define turkey, duck, goose, game birds, chicken or rabbit as red 
meat (NHS Choices, n.d).  
 
Many have written about the place of meat in the British diet as well as its symbolic power 
(Fiddes, 1994; Beardsworth and Keil, 1997; Lang et al., 2001; Rogers, 2003).  This forms part of 
a wider literature on the sociology of food and eating in the UK.  Fiddes (1994) outlines how 
research on the sociology and anthropology of our own eating habits (as opposed to earlier 
work looking at the eating habits of ‘others’) flourished in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Citing 
Douglas, Levi Strauss and Barthes, Fiddes notes their realization that the study of food habits 
cannot be divorced from the study of their social context.  This is echoed by Bourdieu (2013) 
who included research into food in his influential study of French culture, ‘Distinction’:  
 
‘It is clear that tastes in food cannot be considered in complete independence of the 
other dimensions of the relationship to the world, to others and to one’s own body, 
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through which the practical philosophy of each class is enacted.’ (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 
191) 
 
Many (Beardsworth and Keil, 1997; Lang et al., 2001; Mintz, 1996; Mintz and Schlettwein-Gsell, 
2001; Rogers, 2003; Maurer, 1995) have looked at the significance of meat in the Western diet 
and investigated its symbolic place.  Mintz (1996) argues that traditional agrarian societies 
around the world ate meals that had three elements – a core food item such as rice, a fringe 
item such as a sauce and a legume. Meat was rarely eaten (see also Mennell, 1996, p. 42). 
Lang et al. (2001) argue that Mintz’s three elements; core, fringe, legume model has changed in 
contemporary Western societies to meat, plus a staple, plus two vegetables. Meat has become 
a central part of the meal as opposed to a treat or a flavouring.  
 
Beardsworth and Keil (1997) point out that while Western diet and culinary tradition has 
developed around the central meat or fish element, there are actually relatively few meats 
commonly eaten in the Western diet (chicken, pig, cow, sheep) and speculate why these should 
have been given such symbolic potency that they underpin Western culinary and nutritional 
culture. They cite Twigg (1979) who locates red meat near the top of a food hierarchy of status 
and potency, arguing that the high blood content which gives it its colour also gives it power and 
appeal (Beardsworth and Keil, 1997, p. 210). In addition, they note that there is ambivalence in 
this hierarchy in that while red meat is desirable, there are some ‘too potent’ items at the top of 
the hierarchy considered taboo in Western culture, for example raw meat, meat of carnivorous 
animals, the meat of uncastrated male domesticated animals (see figure 3.5.) 
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Figure 3.5 The conventional hierarchy of food status and potency (source: Beardsworth 
and Keil, 1997, p.211, adapted from Twigg, 1979, p. 18) 
 
Bourdieu (2013) makes a model of a ‘food space’ (see figure 3.6) which is based on his notions 
of cultural capital (based on for example knowledge and education) and economic capital 
(based on wealth). In his model those with both economic and cultural capital favour beef, which 
he sees as lighter and more refined than pork or charcuterie: 
 
‘In cultural consumption, the main opposition, by overall capital value, is between the 
practices designated by their rarity as distinguished, those of the fractions richest in 
both economic and cultural capital, and the practices socially defined as vulgar because 
they are both easy and common, those of the fractions poorest in both these respects. 
In the intermediate position are the practices which are perceived as pretentious, 
because of the manifest discrepancy between ambition and possibilities.’ (Bourdieu, 
2013, p. 171).  
 
Bourdieu’s model was certainly influential but has been criticized by some as too rigid a model 
of food choice and preferences, as choices and preferences can change over time. Bourdieu’s 
work in this case, should rather be seen as a snapshot of French culture (Mennell, 1996).  This 
is also a factor in Twigg’s (1979) model; consider the current widespread acceptance in the UK 
of raw fish (sushi) as well as beef cooked rare or steak tartar, although this has been the subject 
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of some press controversy (Leach, 2012; Food Standards Agency, 2013). 
 
 
Figure 3.6 The Food Space (source: Bourdieu, 2013, p. 182) 
 
Bourdieu understood that food choices were not only linked to price, but also to preferences of 
taste which could be influenced by culture or upbringing, and body image: 
 
‘Taste in food also depends on the idea each class has of the body and of the effects of 
food on the body, that is, on its strength, health and beauty; and on the categories it 
uses to evaluate these effects, some of which may be important for one class and 
ignored by another, and which the different classes may rank in very different ways.’ 
(Bourdieu, 2013, p. 187) 
 
Bourdieu also noted gendered differences in food tastes apparent in his data – arguing that 
biological differences were underlined and symbolically accentuated:  
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‘Meat, the nourishing food par excellence, strong and strong-making, giving vigour, 
blood, and health, is the dish for the men, who take a second helping, whereas the 
women are satisfied with a small portion. It is not that they are stinting themselves; they 
really don’t want what others might need, especially the men, the natural meat eaters, 
and they derive a sort of authority from what they do not see as a privation. Besides, 
they don’t have a taste for men’s food, which is reputed to be harmful when eaten to 
excess (for example, a surfeit of meat can ‘turn the blood’, over-excite, bring you out in 
spots etc.) and may even arouse a sort of disgust.’ (Bourdieu, 2013, p. 190) 
 
In common with Bourdieu and Fiddes, Beardsworth and Keil (1997) note the traditional 
association of red meat with men and masculine power. They note some sections of the 
literature that go further than this and suggest that meat plays a part in the patriarchal 
domination of men and the subordination of women as they are traditionally the domestic cooks 
required to prepare and cook the meat for the menfolk.   
 
Fiddes (1994) goes on to address deeper cultural connections with meat – arguing that the high 
value traditionally placed on meat (and particularly red meat) by Western society reflects the 
power we have long had over animals and the environment in which we live.  This, argues 
Fiddes, is changing, as environmental concerns suggest that our power over our habitat is 
damaging our chance of survival. In support of this Maurer (1995) documents increasing 
acceptance of vegetarianism in US society along with increasing claims made by vegetarian 
groups establishing a coherent set of arguments and motives in the social discourse. This is 
balanced by counterclaims from meat industry figures and their supporters, echoing earlier 
times when the meat industry championed meat as a healthy food:  Fiddes (1994) notes that in 
the 19th century Liebig popularized the notion of meat as an essential material to replace muscle 
strength and the view that muscle was destroyed by exercise and could only be replaced by 







Figure 3.7 Advert for Liebig's Beef Wine prepared by S. Stephens, Chemist and 
Opticians, Milnsbridge (Source: Wellcome Library, 2006) Licensed under a CC BY-NC 4.0 
license. 
 
Meat also has cultural associations with national identity, particularly for England (Beardsworth 
and Keil,1997; Rogers, 2003; Lang et al. 2009). Rogers traces the emergence of roast beef as a 
patriotic emblem for England back to at least the 17th century, quoting French traveller Henri 
Misson:  
‘It is common Practice, even among People of good Substance, to have a huge Piece 
of Roast-Beef on Sundays, of which they stuff till they can swallow no more, and eat the 
rest cold without any other Victuals, the other six Days of the Week.’ (Rogers, 2003, pp. 
13/14) 
 
and notes the early (17th century) nickname of the King’s Yeoman of the Guard as ‘Beef-eaters’ 
and the French nickname for the English of ‘les rosbifs’.  Rogers (2003) argues that this has 
penetrated through to modern times, with the European ban on British beef (1996) because of 
BSE provoking, he says, shame and anger. He writes that in the mid-1990s English farmers 
marched on the Houses of Parliament with pigs and cows, one even dressed as John Bull 
(Rogers, 2003, p.1), an English archetype dating from 18th century commonly depicted as a 






Figure 3.8: Mr and Mrs Bull giving Buonaparte a Christmas Treat! (Source: Holland, W. 
(1803) Trustees of the British Museum. Creative Commons License: CC BY-NC 4.0). 
 
The EU ban on imports of British beef lasted until 1999, when 12 of the 14 other EU member 
states confirmed they had no barrier in place, however, France and Germany held out for 
longer, and the EU did not approve the lifting of the worldwide ban on British beef exports until 
2006.  This caused a lot of political controversy and negative publicity for the Labour 
government coming into power in 1997 and the previous Conservative government under Prime 
Minister John Major.  Often portrayed (in contrast to his predecessor Margaret Thatcher) as 
rather weak or grey in character, Major promised in 1996 to fightback in Europe and get the 
beef ban lifted. When German Chancellor Helmut Kohl visited 10 Downing Street in 1996 he 
was fed British beef at a specially prepared lunch, to no avail. British politicians were accused of 






Figure 3.9 ‘I think he’s WEAKENING!...’ Cartoon of Prime Minister John Major feeding 
German Chancellor Helmut Kohl British beef. (Source: Bright, 1996)  
 
It is within this cultural context that meat in general and red meat in particular has become a hot 
policy issue. As Lang et al. (2009) point out, reducing meat production is often seen as 
politically explosive because of both its economic power as an industry and its symbolic power 
(Bourdieu, 2013; Rogers, 2003; Fiddes, 1994) as well as consumer objections to perceived 
restrictions on the right to choose one’s diet (Lang et al., 2009).  Popkin (1993) described the 
‘nutrition transition’ model, in which developing countries, as they undergo economic, 
demographic and epidemiological shifts move from a traditional diet based on cereals and high 
fibre towards a more Westernised diet high in sugars fat and animal sourced foods (Popkin, 
1993). Lang et al. (2009) argue that the dominant political ethos in developed Western countries 
is to support the meat industry, since meat consumption has become a proxy for economic, 
social and cultural progress.  
 
3.4.2 Red meat: patterns of consumption 
Beardsworth and Keil (1997) note that while meat has traditionally been central to the British 
diet, and beef is given a pre-eminence in terms of status and symbolic value, patterns of meat 
consumption are not static, fluctuating with supply (for example during wartime) and some 
notable food scares (BSE).  Overall Beardsworth and Keil (1997) show a steady decline in meat 
consumption, the peak year for beef and veal consumption in the post-war period being 1957.  
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However more recent data show a leveling off of beef and veal consumption, a decline in sheep 
and lamb consumption, a slight increase in pork consumption and a large increase in chicken 
consumption (see Chart 3.1). European figures (see Chart 3.2) predict a continuation of these 
trends to 2022.  Higgs (2000) relates this to the ‘lipid hypothesis’ which changed the image of 
red meat from a highly nutritious food associated with good health and prosperity to one 
associated with coronary heart disease. She pinpoints the turning point as the UK 
Government’s Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition (COMA) report on coronary 
heart disease of 1984, which identified meat as a major source of saturated fatty acids, 
associated with heart disease. Higgs goes on to argue that coronary heart disease risk is now 
acknowledged to be multifactorial but that red meat has retained a ‘tarnished’ image. Therefore, 
the meat industry has used breeding and feeding techniques and modern butchery to reduce 
the fat content of red meat, achieving significant results (Higgs and Pratt, 1998; Higgs, 2000).  
Maurer (1995) similarly, although from a US perspective, describes the beef and pork industries’ 
marketing campaigns to combat an increasing number of vegetarians in the United States and 
the practice of cutting down on red meat as a common health choice. Maurer (1995) notes that 
this is more of an ‘anti fat’ attitude than ‘anti meat’ – meat is still a central component of the 
American diet, with consumers replacing red meat with poultry or seafood. The British meat 
industry engaged in a large marketing campaign (a ‘re-launch’) during the BSE crisis and the 
EU British beef ban to restore public confidence in British beef (Baines and Harris, 2000), after 
a noticeable drop in sales during the BSE crisis in 1996 (see Chart 3.1).  
 
 




Chart 3.2 EU meat consumption in 2022 compared to 2011 (Source: Directorate-General 
for Agriculture and Rural Development, European Commission, 2012, p. 40) 
 
3.4.3 Red meat’s association with bowel cancer 
As we have seen above, there is an interaction between the way red meat is perceived in health 
terms and its overall symbolic power and cultural significance.  As well as an association 
between red meat and coronary heart disease due to the saturated fat content of red meat 
(Higgs, 2000), red meat has been implicated in another ‘health scare’, linking high levels of 
consumption with bowel cancer.   
 
Armstrong and Doll (1975) noted the variation in cancer incidence between countries and 
attributed this to meat and fat consumption. They found a high correlation between meat 
consumption and cancer of the colon, breast, uterus, prostate and kidney. As Bingham (1999) 
notes, their findings could have been due to confounding factors but this led to further 
investigation of the association between bowel cancer and meat.   
 
An association between red and processed meat and bowel cancer was first reported in 
prospective studies by Willett et al. in 1990 from an analysis of 150 colorectal cancer patients in 
the Nurses’ Health Study (Bingham, 1999). Later studies supported this finding (WCRF, 1997; 
Norat, et al., 2002; Sandhu et al. 2001; Norat et al., 2005) however others have either found a 
weaker association (Wei et al., 2004), or no evidence of an association (Flood et al., 2003). In 
addition, studies have suggested that vegetarians do not have decreased risk of colon cancer 
compared to meat eaters (Key et al. 1998) and Bingham (1999) points out that relatively crude 
measurements of food intake (such as shortlists of food or food questionnaires), are more likely 
in earlier studies. The 1998 COMA report (Department of Health, 1998) classified the evidence 
as ‘moderately consistent’, a further government report (SACN 2010) concluded the association 
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was probable (SACN, 2010), so we see there is still a degree of uncertainty in the data.  In 
addition, the underlying mechanisms of the association remain unclear, for example Department 
of Health recommendations note that in their report the Scientific Advisory Committee on 
Nutrition:  
 
‘…could not identify the amount of red and processed meat that may increase the risk 
of bowel cancer because of inconsistencies in the data.’ (NHS Choices, no date).  
 
Importantly, studies in the literature have looked at an association between both red and 
‘processed meat’ and bowel cancer. However, there are discrepancies in the definitions of these 
foods. The UK Department of Health defines red meat as beef, lamb, pork, veal, venison and 
goat (NHS Choices, no date) ‘Processed meat’ according to the UK Department of Health refers 
to meat that has been preserved by smoking, salting or adding preservatives, for example 
sausages, bacon, ham and salami. The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF, 2007) define red 
meat as beef, pork, lamb and goat from domesticated animals. For processed meat in addition 
to meat preserved by smoking, curing or salting they also include meat that has chemical 
preservatives added to it, including that contained in processed foods (WCRF, 2007, p. xix). As 
noted above, some studies have found a stronger association between processed meat and 
bowel cancer, leading to, for example, the World Cancer Research Fund recommendation to 
avoid processed meat in our diets, but a recommendation to limit the amount of red meat we 
eat (WCRF, 2007). In contrast the UK Department of Health’s SACN report made no distinction 
between red and processed meat, putting them together under the banner ‘red meat’ (SACN, 
2010). So, there is some confusion still over the precise definitions of red and processed meat 
which has made it difficult to advance national and international dietary guidelines in this area.  
 
3.5 Summary 
This literature review presented in Chapters 2 and 3 has been systematic in approach and has 
analysed the literature in seven key areas related to the research problem.  
 
Red meat has a particular cultural significance and symbolism in the UK; red meat in general 
and beef in particular had, during the 17th to mid-20th centuries occupied a central place in the 
British diet. However, while beef still holds some symbolic power due to its cultural position in 
recent years there has been a leveling off in consumption patterns due at least in part to health 
concerns.  These health concerns have been characterized by scientific uncertainty and have 
developed in the context of an overall political climate that has tried to support an ailing British 
meat industry.  
 
At the same time, there has been developing concern over the independence and role of 
government’s nutritional advisory committees within a body of literature that has recognized the 
complex nature of science communication and its relationship to policymaking. In addition, the 
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ability of government communication departments to impart government policy in an impartial 
way, as has been required by professional codes of conduct for civil servants, has been called 







Chapter 4: Methodology 
 
4.1 Introduction 
This chapter outlines the methodology and methods used for this study and the rationale for 
their inclusion. It explains the development of the research questions; summarises the potential 
methods considered for the study and outlines the reasons the methods chosen were felt to be 
appropriate for this research. The methods used are then itemised fully and finally the 
conceptual framework for the study is described.  
 
4.2 Developing the Research Problem and Research Questions  
The concerns over the way emerging nutritional research about cancer prevention is covered in 
the UK news media and the lack of available research into this coverage led to an early 
formulation of a research problem: ‘Emerging research on food, nutrition and cancer prevention 
– how and why it is reported by the UK news media’.  
 
Early formulations of the research questions concentrated on this interaction between scientific 
research and media coverage, focusing less on food policy and more on print media coverage 
of nutrition research and the effect this might have on newspaper readership. During the initial 
phase of the research (early literature review and preliminary case study) these research 
questions were refined and re-focused. In the second iteration they became less concerned with 
the effects of media on the lay audience and more interested in the potential of media coverage 
to impact food policy – this was reflected in the title of this thesis proposal (transfer paper): 
‘Emerging research on food, nutrition and cancer prevention – how and why it is reported by the 
UK news media and the implications for food policy.’  During this time, a number of key and 
interesting themes started to emerge from the literature:  
1. The politics of information flow in the UK news media coverage of emerging 
nutritional research into diet’s role in the prevention of cancer. 
2. The framing of diet as a means of preventing disease, specifically cancer, in the UK 
news media  
3. The ability of the UK news media to impact policy, particularly policies around diet 
and cancer prevention. 
 














RESEARCH OBJECTIVES POSSIBLE METHODS 
How nutritional 
science about the 
role of diet in the 
prevention of 
cancer is reported 
in the UK news 
media and the 
implications for 
food policy.  
Which research is 
“picked up” by the UK 
news media?  
Analyse media reporting to 
assess whether peer 
reviewed research is 
covered by the press.   
Large-scale newspaper content 
analysis of diet and cancer 





 How is the research 
that is reported 
“framed”? 
Analyse media reports to 
find out how they are 
“framed” within 
themselves, then assess 
what is the “food context” 
in which they are reported. 
How does this compare 
across social class and 
different media types 
Case studies  
 
Analyse social media response to 
online reports (comment pages) to 
find out how they are viewed. 
 What are the 
processes by which 
diet and cancer 
prevention research is 
reported by the popular 
UK national news 
media? 
 
Analyse the processes of 
newsgathering. 
Analysis of news databases (Nexis) 
and online sources (online journals, 
press releases, news sources)   
 
Interviews with journalists, cancer 
charities and academics 
 Who are the key 
players influencing the 
research that appears 
in the popular UK 
national news media?   
Map the key players 
influencing media reporting 
of academic research into 
diet and cancer prevention.   
Content analysis of news reports. 
 
Interviews with key players: funding 
bodies, cancer charities, 
academics, journalists, editors 
proprietors, advertisers.   
 How does media 
coverage facilitate or 
impede public health 
food policy? 
Analyse media reporting 
and map against policy 
change.  
 
Interviews with key actors: 
policy makers, journalists,  
Use policy analysis to identify 
potential window for policy change.  
 
Table 4.1 Early Research Questions, revision 1 (source: author) 
 
At the beginning of the second year of study, further work on the preliminary and exploratory 
case study (‘Mediating the spaces of diet and health: A critical analysis of reporting on nutrition 
and colorectal cancer in the UK.’ (Wells, 2016)) was undertaken. This examined UK print media 
coverage of a BMJ paper on dietary fibre and colorectal cancer by analyzing the academic 
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paper itself, the press release and the associated coverage including reader contributions from 
online message boards. This examination of media coverage of nutrition research into diet and 
cancer drew the researcher’s attention away from general nutrition research and towards 
specific government policy on diet’s role in cancer prevention. At this time, interest in the 
existing literature on interaction between food and nutrition policy and media coverage led to the 
decision to focus the study on a specific government policy on diet and cancer and examine the 
interaction between this policy and its media coverage. Bryman (2012) outlines a range of 
sources for possible research questions, including the identification of a gap between different 
versions of reality, or the counter-intuitive ‘for example when common sense seems to fly in the 
face of social scientific truths’ (p.86). Examination of government policy on diet and cancer led 
to the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy (COMA) report on Diet and 
Cancer of 1998 (Department of Health, 1998) which formed the first policy recommendations on 
diet and cancer by the UK government. Investigation of the media coverage of this government 
report and its recommendations revealed a striking mismatch between government policy and 
media coverage, which led to the final formulation of the research problem. The media coverage 
focused almost entirely on the recommendations about red and processed meat consumption 
and emphasized tensions in the policymaking process. Similar shock headlines accompanied a 
second phase of policymaking in this area, with the publication of the government’s Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) Iron and Health Report (SACN, 2010). The report was 
a wide-ranging review of the evidence on iron and health but the press coverage again focused 
almost entirely on the recommendations regarding red and processed meat and cancer, and 
were sensational in nature. This led to the final iteration of the research problem:   
 
 ‘What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government nutrition policy on 
red and processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than a decade, 
and the repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?’  
 
In common with Bryman (2012), Lewis (2003) gives pre-requisites for good research questions. 
They should be 1) clear and unambiguous 2) focussed but not too narrow 3) able to be 
researched through data collection 4) relevant and useful 5) informed by existing research and 
theory, but designed to fill a research gap 6) feasible 7) of interest to the researcher. Despite 
some misgivings about the narrowness of the government policy on red and processed meat 
that had been chosen, the researcher felt that the lack of existing research on this policy, the 
possibilities for charting the development of a specific policy over a long period of time and the 
possibilities afforded by the subject area of three interesting data sources (newspaper articles, 
policy documents, interview transcripts) which could illuminate a long-running theoretical 
conundrum in both the media and policy agenda setting literature as to the effect of media 
coverage on public policy, made together a convincing argument for formulating the research 
questions around this policy and media coverage of it.        
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The final research questions were:  
• RQ1:  How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
• RQ2:  How did UK newspapers report this issue? 
• RQ3:  What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy? 
 
4.3 Conceptual Framework 
This section sets out the conceptual framework for this study. Ravitch and Riggan (2017) in 
common with Saldana and Omasta (2018) identify the conceptual framework as an important 
element underpinning research design. However, both caution that conceptual frameworks are 
poorly defined in the literature, often being cited as interchangeable with theoretical frameworks 
or as a visual representation of the organisation of a study. This study takes Saldana and 
Omasta’s (2018, Chapter 7, p. 184) view that the conceptual framework is: 
‘a narrative that consists primarily of the epistemological, theoretical and 
methodological premises about a project. It explains to readers the researcher’s 
assumptions about how knowledge is constructed, what major theories drive the study 
and why a particular qualitative genre for the research design was selected.’ 
Below are set out the epistemological, theoretical and methodological premises for this study, 
along with a diagrammatic representation of the research design (see figure 4.1).   
 
4.3.1 Epistemological Premises 
It was one of the aims and objectives of the research to explore this topic in both breadth and 
depth, without a priori development of hypotheses but using an inductive approach, in which the 
researcher remains open to emerging themes and concepts, albeit informed by existing 
literature and theories. In this way, the research questions were designed to understand as well 
as observe the data gathered. In addition, the research aimed to explore the experiences of the 
actors involved, the interaction between them and the language they used.  Therefore, a 
qualitative approach was adopted. Qualitative research has been described as ‘a form of social 
inquiry that focuses on the way people interpret and make sense of their experiences and the 
world in which they live’ (Holloway and Wheeler 2002, p. 3).  Using an essentially interpretative 
approach, which tries to understand and interpret people’s experiences of the world, assuming 
they are essentially complex, constructed and unpredictable rather than, as in the positivist 
tradition, observable as stable realities (Green and Thorogood, 2014), the research questions 
were designed to uncover the motivations, goals and intentions of the actors involved through 
looking both at documentary data including press coverage and policy documents and interview 
data.  They are designed to show how the media coverage and the policy in this case were 
constructed and how they interacted – as well as exploring the motivations, goals and intentions 
of the actors involved.  
 
While many researchers have maintained that quantitative and qualitative research methods are 
inherently incompatible (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Guba, 1990; Johnson and Onwuegbuzie, 
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2004), some writers on social research methods warn against the traditionally conflicting 
quantitative and qualitative paradigms (Bryman, 2012, Spicer, 2012, Holloway and Wheeler 
2002). These latter authors suggest that there is more common ground between quantitative 
and qualitative methods than is traditionally admitted. They find a simplistic polarization 
between the two approaches unhelpful suggesting it can restrict rather than extend knowledge. 
They also point out that both positivists and interpretivists can become entrenched in their views 
making self-criticism difficult. For the purposes of this thesis the author has tried to be driven by 
the research questions in the research design and use these in an iterative reflexive way.  While 
acknowledging the role her own skills, experience and background have played in the 
development of the research questions, a qualitative, or interpretive approach is the most 
appropriate way to answer these questions since they seek to understand a single case in 
depth and breadth. This is not to deny the place of quantitative methods in research, but to 
acknowledge that some research questions require a qualitative approach. In this case, the 
research acknowledges the subjectivity of participants, focuses on context, interaction and 
language and seeks to explore and represent the participants’ perspectives within the context of 
their lives.  The qualitative approach is further justified by some of the common characteristics 
of qualitative research as outlined by Holloway and Wheeler (2002, pp. 10-14): the primacy of 
data; the importance of contextualizing the data both within the participants’ experience and 
more broadly within the economic, political and cultural framework; immersion in the setting of 
the research; a non-judgmental stance and allowing participants to give their own perspective or 
explanation; use of ‘thick description’ (Geertz, 1973) describing, analyzing and contextualizing 
in deep detail.  
 
Holloway and Wheeler (2002) describe how some early attempts at qualitative research in the 
1920s were unsystematic and ‘journalistic’ – and have since been criticized for a lack of rigour 
in their methods and a lack of transparency (and therefore replicability) in their reporting.  As 
qualitative methods have become more popular and integrated into diverse fields including 
health research (see for example Greenhalgh and Hurwitz, 1998) and perhaps as an attempt to 
counteract their perceived ‘second-best’ status, more rigorous methods have been encouraged 
and adopted (Holloway and Wheeler, 2002).  Following this, attempts have been made to be 
systematic, rigorous, thorough and detailed in the approach to methodology and reporting of 
this research.  The researcher has tried to remain open-minded whilst being reflexive (see 
Chapter 1). In short, as Holloway and Wheeler (2002) put it:  
 
‘Qualitative researchers claim that the experiences of people are essentially context-
bound, that is, they cannot be free from time and location or the mind of the human 
actor. Researchers must understand the socially constructed nature of the world and 
realise that values and interests become part of the research process. Complete 
objectivity and neutrality are impossible to achieve; the values of researchers and 




4.3.2 Theoretical Premises 
As already outlined in some depth in the literature review (Chapter 2, sections 2.3.1-2.3.4) the 
theoretical underpinnings of this study are largely drawn from the literature on agenda setting; 
both media agenda setting and political agenda setting. These were identified as important 
premises for this study because they represent the main body of literature in which policy 
making and media coverage are linked (McCombs, 2004; Cairney, 2012; Walgrave and Van 
Aelst, 2016).  
 
Agenda setting theories assume that there are many potential priorities competing for political 
attention and not enough time to attend to them all (Cairney 2012). Research (Jones and 
Baumgartner, 2005; Walgrave and Van Aelst 2016) has shown that the scarcity of political 
attention makes political attention to a topic or issue an important precondition for policy 
change. What agenda setting (and associated e.g. agenda building) theories seek to explore is 
the processes, actors, contexts and drivers of political attention – what puts issues or concerns 
on the political agenda? What or who moves them up, down or off the agenda? A large and 
diverse literature exists examining this area, a substantial raft of which is devoted to media 
agenda setting – the ability of the media to set the political agenda.  
 
Ravitch and Riggan (2017) argue that conceptual frameworks and their elements should not be 
seen as static. Citing Maxwell (2012) they contend that these frameworks will change and 
develop during the course of the research because the inductive research process itself may 
lead the researcher to become aware of or question parts of the framework they started with. 
This was indeed the case with the current study. By the end of this study, as the researcher was 
triangulating the findings and writing the final chapters it became apparent that the previously 
identified dominant theoretical underpinnings using agenda settting and associated theories 
were insufficient on their own to explain the findings of the study. Further exploration of the 
literature revealed research in the realm of both journalism studies and policy making had 
drawn similar conclusions (Singer, 2016; Van Aelst et al., 2014) and pointed to the novel 
theories of mediatization, which had already been identified as part of preliminary case study 
work and literature review as potentially important for the study. Other authors encourage 
investigation into the potential for these mediatization theories to be integrated with agenda 
setting theories (Van Aelst et al., 2014) to formulate possible robust new theories, for example 
mediatized food policy. As outlined in Chapter 9 this has been attempted to, as Singer (2016, p. 
1) puts it, find a “more richly theorized concept of relationship effects suitable to an immersive, 
iterative, and interconnected environment of news producers and products.”  
 
4.3.3 Methodological Premises 
To answer the research questions the research was divided into three phases, each research 
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question had an associated method: 
RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 
consumption 1993-2011 using Walt and Gilson’s Health Policy Triangle (1994). 
 
RQ2:    How do UK newspapers report this issue? 
Method:  Content Analysis of UK newspaper reporting of consumption of red and 
processed meat and its relationship to the development of bowel cancer, 1993-
2011 
 
RQ3:    What role did UK newspapers play in the shaping of the policy? 
Method:  Semi-structured interviews with key actors identified from stages 1 and 2, 
including interviewees from three key groups: stakeholders, media 
professionals and policy makers. These interviews will explore in detail the 
findings from the first two stages, investigating the motivations, feelings and 
views of the interviewees.   
 
The results of the research are presented in 4 findings chapters. Chapters 5 and Chapter 6 
address the first research question, Chapter 5 presents the results of the analysis of policy 
documents from the first embedded unit of analysis (1993-1998), Chapter 6 presents the results 
of the analysis of policy documents from the second embedded unit of analysis (2001-2011). 
Chapter 7 addresses the second research question, and presents the findings of a content 
analysis of UK national newspapers’ coverage of this issue. Chapter 8 addresses the third 
research question and presents the findings of the analysis of 27 semi-structured interviews 

















guidance in the area 
of cancer risk and 
red and processed 
meat consumption 
and the apparently 
contradictory 
coverage in much of 
1:  How has the 
UK 
government’s 




To explore the context, 
content, process and 
actors involved in the 
policy development.  
Walt and Gilson’s Health 





the UK print media? 




Assess the levels of 
reporting.  
 
Who are the sources 
quoted? 
 
Analyse media reports 
to find out how they 
are “framed” 
Newspaper content 
analysis of diet and 





 3. What role did 
UK 
newspapers 





motivation, actions and 
experiences of the 
actors involved. 
Semi-structured 







Table 4.2 Research Questions (final version) (source: author) 
 
The methods outlined in column 4 in table 4.2 were chosen as they were identified as suitable 
methods considering the available data, the potential contributors to the research, the research 
questions, the qualitative nature of the research and the theoretical framework chosen, as well 
as the resources and time available for the study. Early in the study an ethnography or a 
participant observation was considered but this idea was discarded because of the focus of the 
research questions. While an interesting avenue for study, it would not have been likely that an 
ethnographic study in a newsroom could capture media coverage of the government’s policy on 
red and processed meat and cancer prevention as this is not a topic covered by newspapers on 
a daily basis and is dependent on external events which are unpredictable e.g. a further policy 
announcement, which in any case was not forecast. A study of a newsroom of a particular 
media outlet would not have given a rich picture of all the actors involved in both policy- and 
news- making nor would it provide insight into how this has changed over the period of time 
during which the policy has developed.  
 
Discourse Analysis or Critical Discourse Analysis were considered as alternatives to Content 
Analysis but the number of articles in the dataset; the research aim of uncovering reporting 
trends with descriptive statistics as well as meaning through qualitative analysis of the print 
media texts meant that Content Analysis was chosen over these other forms of text analysis. 
The decision to use semi-structured interviews in order to gather the lived experience of actors 
involved in the nutrition policy making process and the media coverage of it was an obvious 
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choice of method as alternatives such as surveys did not present themselves as providing the 
rich recollections and perspectives of those involved, while unstructured interviews or oral 
histories seemed to offer too wide ranging data to capture the focus of the research questions 
on the specific policy recommendations around red and processed meat and bowel cancer.    
 
The research design was further developed with a final stage of analysis, during which the 
results from each phase are compared against each other using a framework technique, a 
method of triangulating case study data from diverse sources (Cox and Hassard, 2010; Green 
and Thorogood, 2014). The objective of this was to triangulate the data, aid the discussion 
process and inform the development of a proposed new theory and conclusions for food policy 






Figure 4.1 Research process framework (source: author)  
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4.4 Case Study Approach 
Yin (2009, p. 3) says that a case study approach is the preferred method when:  
‘(a) “how” or “why” questions are being posed (b) the investigator has little control over events, 
and (c) the focus is on contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context.’ 
 
The research problem and research questions for the current thesis fulfil these three criteria and 
this was a reason for the case study approach being chosen.  The depth of analysis possible 
from this qualitative case study approach allows a range of methodologies to be employed and 
data to be examined from several perspectives.  Furthermore, Yin (2009) argues that the case 
study is more than an approach, it is a methodology in its own right. He defines case studies in 
a two-point classification: 
 
‘1. A case study is an empirical inquiry that  
 Investigates a contemporary phenomenon in depth and within its real-life context, 
especially when 
 The boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident.’ 
‘2.   The case study inquiry 
 copes with the technically distinctive situation in which there will be many more 
variables of interest than data points, and as one result 
 relies on multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a triangulating 
fashion, and as another result 
 benefits from the prior development of theoretical propositions to guide data collection 
and analysis.’ (Yin, 2009, p. 18) 
  
The case chosen for this thesis investigates a contemporary phenomenon (media coverage of 
government dietary guidelines) in depth and in its real-life context. The boundaries between the 
phenomenon and context are not clearly evident without further investigation. Therefore, the 
research design is relying on multiple sources of evidence (content analysis, policy analysis, 
interviews) and triangulation of data and has benefitted from prior development of theoretical 
propositions to guide the data collection (see literature review, Chapter 2).  
 
In addition, this is a kind of longitudinal case study, following the policy development and media 
coverage of it over a period of almost twenty years (1993-2011).  It is a retrospective case 
study, which, according to Street and Ward (2010) have three common factors. Firstly, the data 
are collected after events have occurred, secondly, the researcher has access to both archive 
material and first-person accounts and thirdly the final outcomes of the processes under 
research are already known when the research takes place.  Street and Ward (2010) argue that 
this design is particularly appropriate when examining the time line of events in a recurring 
process in a single organization, such as the interaction between the UK print media and the UK 
government Department of Health and the recurring recommendations on red and processed 
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meat consumption (1997-98 and 2010-2011). They further argue that this approach is 
appropriate for investigating experiential effects, such as how individuals within an organization 
change routines and practices over time. An interesting feature of the case under current study 
is the change of government during the period under study and the changes in governance and 
constitution of the scientific advisory committee being studied (it changed from COMA, the 
Committee on Medical Aspects of Nutrition Policy in 1998 to SACN, the Scientific Advisory 
Committee on Nutrition in 2011). There are obvious limitations to this kind of retrospective 
research, for example research participants may have imperfect recall of historical events or the 
researcher may experience a ‘spoiler effect’ (Street and Ward, 2010) in which prior knowledge 
of the outcome of the process under study may skew results. The researcher was aware of the 
need to demonstrate rigour and thoroughness in research methods because of these 
limitations. However, the advantages of this kind of retrospective case study design are, 
according to Street and Ward, (2010) that it boosts data triangulation because first-person 
accounts can add rich context and understanding to historical documents, at the same time, 
participant accounts can be checked against historical documents. In addition, because of the 
long period of time between events in this study and the research questions for the study, the 
retrospective case study is the most appropriate.  
 
Yin (2009, p. 46) describes four basic types of design for case studies. The one chosen for this 
research is the single case study with multiple embedded units of analysis (see figure 4.2). This 
design involves a single case study within which are multiple units of analysis – in this case the 
multiple units of analysis are the two recommendations published by the UK government 
Department of Health’s nutrition advisory committee on red and processed meat consumption 
(Department of Health, 1998; SACN, 2010).  Yin (2009) cautions that given choices and 
resources, multiple case study design will normally be preferable to single-case study design. 
However, one of the rationales given for single-case study design is the longitudinal case, 
studying the same single case at two or more points of time. This, says Yin (2009, p. 52) can 




Figure 4.2 Single-case (embedded) case study design (source: Yin 2009, p. 46) 
 
Each of these two embedded units of analysis was subjected to the same research processes 
and methodologies. McGinn (2010) and Yin (2009) note the benefits of using an extensive and 
varied range of data sources to encourage a depth of understanding in a clearly bounded, 
narrowly focused case. McGinn (2010) argues that the triangulation of this data can contribute 
to the credibility of the findings and their potential applicability in other contexts. Yin (2009) 
argues that multiple sources of evidence should be used, for example documentary evidence, 
archives, interviews and that this is a major strength of the case study method. In the following 
sections the three sources of data that made up the research design are set out: Policy 
Analysis, Media Content Analysis, Semi-Structured Interviews.  The first two phases of the 
research, policy analysis and media content analysis were used to identify the participants of 
the third phase of the research, the semi-structured interviews.  
 
4.5 Policy Analysis 
The two embedded units of analysis within the case study were subjected to policy analysis. 
Buse, Mays and Walt (2005) note that there are two types of policy analysis: analysis of policy 
and analysis for policy in which analysis of policy tends to be retrospective and descriptive while 
analysis for policy tends to be prospective, for example taking place during the formulation of a 
policy.  The current study, being retrospective in nature, used analysis of policy, using the Walt 
and Gilson (1994) Health Policy Triangle.    
 
4.5.1 Health Policy Triangle 
Walt and Gilson’s (1994) Health Policy Triangle was developed in the early 1990s as a simple 
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analytical model to analyze health reform in developing countries.  Walt and Gilson argued that 
too much health policy analysis focused on content and neglected the actors, the processes 
and the context involved. Their triangular model remedied this and encouraged researchers to 
look beyond a linear policy process while also providing a framework for several aspects of 
policy development (see figure 4.3) 
 
 
Figure 4.3 Health Policy Triangle (source: Walt and Gilson, 1994, p. 354) 
  
In addition, both Walt and Gilson (1994) and Buse et al. (2005) point out that while the model is 
simple it represents very complex inter-relationships and the four elements (context, content, 
process, actors) should not be considered individually since they are all intertwined.   
Despite being developed for health policy analysis in developing countries, the Health Policy 
Triangle has been used extensively in health research (for examples see Walt et al., 2008) as 
well as food policy work (for example Caraher et al., 2013).  
 
For the policy documents, data was collected separately for each embedded unit of analysis. 
The methodology for this is presented separately below, first for the first embedded unit of 
analysis concerning the COMA report on Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer, and 
secondly for the second embedded unit of analysis, concerning the SACN Iron and Health 
report.  
 
4.5.2 Policy Analysis: COMA Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer report 
(Department of Health, 1998)  
This section sets out the methods for the collection and analysis of the policy data relating to the 
first embedded unit of analysis.  
 
4.5.2.1 Data collection: COMA Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer report 
(Department of Health, 1998) 
Efforts were made to retrieve core documents from official sources relating to the Committee on 
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Medical Aspects of Nutrition Policy (COMA) report on Nutritional Aspects of the Development of 
Cancer (Department of Health, 1998). While the Committee on Medical Aspects of Nutrition 
Policy (COMA) report (Department of Health, 1998) was readily available, the Department of 
Health website for this time period had been archived and was no longer available online. 
Neither were minutes of COMA meetings publicly available in the British Library or elsewhere. 
The National Archive was contacted by email to request to see the official COMA documents for 
this period (see Appendix 1 for this email exchange).  The response received informed that the 
transfer of records from government departments to The National Archives is governed by the 
30-year rule (Public Records Act, 1958, s.3.4) and as a result records from the 1990s remained
with the responsible department, in this case the Department of Health. The National Archives 
suggested contacting the Departmental Record Officer for the Department of Health.  
The Department of Health Departmental Record Officer was contacted by email. The request 
was forwarded to the Department of Health Records and Information Services Officer in 
Burnley, Lancashire. She emailed me three spreadsheet files containing details of files 
containing COMA documents from the 1990s. An extract from one of these spreadsheets can 
be found below (table 4.3).  The data contained in these spreadsheets is brief and does not say 
which documents are held in which files. It was not obvious in which files the minutes of the 
COMA meetings were held. (see Table 4.3 for an extract) 
THE ENVIRONMENT. 
Table 4.3: Extract from Department of Health Records Office spreadsheet, detailing 
holdings relating to COMA. (source: Department of Health Records Office, personal 
email) 
A visit to Burnley to look at these files was arranged with the Department of Health Records 
Officer in January 2014 (see figures 4.4 and 4.5). The files were read through and copies of the 
most relevant documents were taken.  The files were rich in data but were neither 
comprehensive, sequential nor chronological. Some documents were included more than once 
in separate files. Some documents in a sequence (e.g. of meeting minutes) were missing.  As 
noted by both Yin (2009) and Stan (2010), archival records are an important source of data for 
case study research since they can provide information on the activities and goals of 
organizations as well as providing an insight into the concerns and aspirations of individuals.  
However, they can be subject to limitations. While the authenticity of the Department of Health 
archives in this case was not in question, it was obvious that the documents in the files had not 
been systematically collected, nor did they contain all the documents in question and they had 
not been systematically catalogued. This made searching this archive difficult. In addition, Stan 
(2010, p. 30) notes that it is important to remember that ‘the reality as reflected in the archived 
records might differ from the reality as experienced by the people who lived it’.  However, both 
Stan (2010) and Yin (2009) note that archival records, used carefully, in context and in 
conjunction with other sources of data can shed light on the past and its relationship with the 
present.    
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Figure 4.4 Trolley of COMA files at the Department of Health Records centre (source: 
author).  
Figure 4.5 Files containing COMA documents at the Department of Health Records centre 
(source: author) 
Some items were incomplete, some were duplicated and some missing. It is important to 
acknowledge that the reality presented in these documents may not reflect the reality of those 
involved, and that the documents have been selectively archived by partial individuals – many 
other documents may exist or have existed that have not been placed in the archive or kept by 
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the archivist. Unlike the SACN documents relating to the later period of policy development (see 
below for methodology and Chapter 6 for findings of the SACN dataset), these COMA files 
included memos, emails and faxes from Department of Health and other government officials as 
well as more formal documents such as minutes of COMA meetings or COMA annual reports. 
However, some of the main COMA committee meeting minutes were missing, and importantly 
the dataset contained very few minutes of the meetings of the Working Group that drafted the 
COMA report. There are few documents before 1996, the majority of documents concern the 
period between September 1997 and March 1998 (see Table 4.3). 









Table 4.4 Distribution of COMA documents in the sample (source: author) 
The archive documents provided were read several times. The dataset was made up of copies 
of documents that were relevant to either:  
 the development of recommendations relating to red and processed meat
 media handling of the report
 regulations and guidance surrounding advisory committees on nutrition
These documents were copied again, catalogued according to the file they originated from, 
given a unique ID (then ID of the file the document originated from and an additional sequential 
number according to the order they were copied by the researcher at the archive). The 
documents were then organised into chronological order. Duplicate documents were discarded 
from the dataset. These documents were then read and re-read, and subjected to analysis 
using the Health Policy Triangle (Walt and Gilson 1994). Each document was analysed 
according to the four elements of the Health Policy Triangle (context, process, content, actors). 
Following Saldana (2013), each document was colour coded with post-it notes and passages 
were highlighted according to the element of the Health Policy Triangle they corresponded to. 
Context was coded orange, Content was coded pink, Process was coded yellow and Actors 
were coded green. Codes emerged under each colour, these were categorised and grouped 
under common themes. Redundant codes were discarded. These coded passages were 
entered into a separate document under the four headings of the Health Policy Triangle.  For 
the Context section of the reporting it was necessary to consult further documents such as news 
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reports and parliamentary records to verify references to events, actors and documents, for 
example the BSE Inquiry. These are cited in the conventional way in the text. These themes 
that emerged from the coding by each element of the Health Policy Triangle made up the 
findings for this section of data and are presented in Chapter 5. 
4.5.3 Policy Analysis: SACN Iron and Health Report (2001-2011) 
This section sets out the methods for the collection and analysis of the policy data relating to the 
second embedded unit of analysis.  
4.5.3.1 Data collection: Documents from the second embedded unit of analysis (SACN, 
2001-2011) 
Efforts were made to retrieve core documents from official sources relating to the Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) report on Iron (SACN, 2010).  These fell into two 
categories:   
• Core documents (n=44): official documents from SACN.  These included
agendas and minutes of the main SACN meetings, as well as minutes of the
SACN Working Group on Iron, the draft version of the report, documents
relating to the consultation process with stakeholders and the final version of
the report.
• Other government documents (n=10): other documents relevant to the report
which were issued by government bodies and included Department of Health
press releases, Food Standards Agency (FSA) documents and Hansard
reports.
These documents were in the main available from the SACN website and/or the relevant 
government agency websites. There were two missing documents from the SACN website 
relating to a) the final committee meeting of the SACN Working Group on Iron which was held 
on the 11th November, 2009 and b) a table summarizing the stakeholder responses to the 
consultation on the report, including the actions agreed by the Working Group. The SACN 
secretariat was contacted by email to ask for these documents, they made the minutes of the 
working group meeting available on the website, but the researcher did not receive a response 
to the request for the table summarizing the consultation process (see Appendix 1 for copies of 
these emails). Therefore, a Freedom of Information request was submitted (see Appendix 2) 
and the researcher duly received a copy of the table.  
These 54 documents made up the dataset for this section of the thesis. They were copied, and 
organised into chronological order. Duplicate documents were discarded from the dataset. 
These documents were then read and re-read, and subjected to analysis using the Health 
Policy Triangle framework (Walt and Gilson 1994). Each document was analysed according to 
the four elements of the Health Policy Triangle (context, process, content, actors). Following 
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Saldana (2013), each document was colour coded with post-it notes and passages were 
highlighted according to the element of the Health Policy Triangle they corresponded to. 
Context was coded orange, Content was coded pink, Process was coded yellow and Actors 
were coded green. Codes emerged under each colour, these were categorised and grouped 
under common themes. Redundant codes were discarded. For the Context section of the 
reporting it was necessary to consult further documents such as news reports and 
parliamentary records to verify references to events, actors and documents, for example the 
relocation of SACN from the Food Standards Agency to the Department of Health in 2010. 
These themes that emerged from the coding by each element of the Health Policy Triangle 
made up the findings for this section of data and are presented in Chapter 6. 
 
4.6 Content Analysis 
The second phase of research, designed to address the second research question (‘How did 
UK newspapers report this issue?’) was a quantitative and qualitative content analysis. Content 
Analysis (CA) began as a quantitative tool for analysing texts. Its methods have been developed 
and refined over time to increasingly satisfy concerns of statistical validity and reliability 
(Krippendorff 2013 pp. 82-184). CA has gained popularity as a research method because of 
technological developments such as computer databases and internet search engines which 
now allow researchers to analyse large volumes of texts with greater ease.  But content 
analysis has also increasingly been adapted to embrace qualitative techniques by researchers 
who have sought to retain the benefits of a quantitative approach while recognising that its 
limitations could be offset by the use of additional, qualitative methods. Krippendorff (2013, 
p.22-23) outlines some of these methods such as Discourse Analysis, Social Constructivist 
Analysis, Rhetorical Analysis and Ethnographic Content Analysis and sees content analysis as 
both a quantitative and a qualitative methodology: 
 
‘I question the validity and usefulness of the distinction between quantitative and 
qualitative content analyses. Ultimately, all reading of texts is qualitative, even when 
certain characteristics of a text are later converted into numbers.’ (Krippendorff 2013, p. 
22) 
 
As outlined in the literature review in Chapter 2 many content analyses of both cancer reporting 
(for example Clarke and Everest (2006) on cancer framing in the Canadian press) and 
nutritional reporting (for example Hilton et al. (2012) on obesity coverage in the UK) now include 
both quantitative and qualitative techniques. They analyse both ‘manifest’ (explicitly stated) and 
‘latent’ (deeper and not necessarily explicitly stated) themes. Seale and Tonkiss (2012) similarly 
describe how quantitative content analysis can be used together with a more qualitative 
interpretive analysis in which not only are mentions of key words or phrases counted by the 
investigator, the ways in which they are talked about are also analysed.  
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The content analysis of the current research largely follows this model. One of the objectives of 
the content analysis phase of this research was to identify journalists, stakeholders and 
policymakers to participate in the third phase of the research, the interview phase. However, 
while the literature review outlined in Chapter 2 has established some media agenda setting 
theories to be tested, the basis for this content analysis recognises the iterative nature of 
qualitative research and is also inductive in approach – i.e. it recognises that since no survey of 
UK news reporting has been carried out in this area it is not possible to predict the theories and 
concepts which may arise from such an analysis.  Seale and Tonkiss (2012) warn against over 
interpretation of the results of content analysis. The data from such a method, based on the 
analysis of observable features and facts, can tell you what is stated by the media but not 
necessarily why it is stated. In the case of the current research, efforts were made by the 
researcher to only analyse observable features of the texts, and to guard against supposition or 
guesswork as to why for example, a certain framing was used. Seale and Tonkiss (2012) 
recommend that Content Analysis be used in conjunction with other sources of data (for 
example interviews, as has been the case with this current research) or by using it as a 
framework for the more interpretive analysis of texts.  
 
4.6.1 Data collection 
Many content analysis guides make clear the importance of clarity in the rationale for the 
selection of texts, inclusion and exclusion criteria and date range (Neuendorff, 2002; Seale and 
Tonkiss, 2012; Bryman, 2012; Krippendorff, 2013). In addition, these authors stress the need to 
produce a sample that is relevant to the research questions, representative, and manageable 
for the researcher to analyse.  
 
The database LexisNexis, an online resource allowing the content of local, national and 
international print and online media titles to be searched, was used to locate media coverage. 
While such databases have good coverage of a wide range of sources over a long period of 
time and are easily searchable, they are not fully comprehensive (due to some copyright 
restrictions) and can therefore only provide an indication of coverage (Fowler et al., 2012). 
However, they remain the best tool available for news presented in searchable text form.  
 
UK print media titles were chosen for the sample, since newspapers, despite intense 
competition from other sectors of the media marketplace are still cited as one of the main 
sources of science information (Castell et al., 2014), ranking second only to television as a 
source of science information among adults (aged 16+) surveyed (Castell et al., 2014, p. 48). 
They also, unlike online news, are published irreversibly and, unlike television and radio 
broadcasts, are accessible in an easily compiled and searchable form. Since this case study 
compares newspaper coverage over a long period of time it was also important to choose a 
news medium that existed in similar and searchable form in 1998 as it did in 2012.  In addition, 
this sampling strategy has been used by others to explore newspapers with a range of 
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readership profiles and political orientations (Seale et al. 2007; Hilton et al. 2010).  UK 
newspapers are divided into tabloid (sometimes called ‘populist’) and broadsheet (sometimes 
called ‘serious’) newspapers with distinct readership profiles. (National Readership Survey, 
2017). For example, as shown in Chart 4.1 ‘The Guardian’ has a high proportion of middle-aged 
ABC1 (high income/third level education) readers while the tabloid ‘The Sun’ has a high 
proportion of younger C2DE readers (low to middle income/second level or no formal education 
qualifications) (Hilton et al., 2010).  
 
  
Chart 4.1 Newspaper readership by age and social class 
(source: Newspaper Marketing Agency 2008, cited in Hilton et al., 2010, p. 945) 
 
In addition, the UK press operates across a partisan or polarized model (Rowbottom, 2010) in 
which a range of views are provided by a number of media outlets.  During election periods, 
some newspapers openly support a particular party and this can change from one election to 
another. However, some newspapers are staunch supporters of the right-wing Conservative 
party (Daily Mail, Daily Telegraph) while others consistently support the left-wing Labour party 
(Daily Mirror) or are left leaning and support either the left-wing Labour party or a liberal party 
(The Guardian, The Independent) (Butler and Butler, 2000; 2006).  
 
The sources were 11 national daily newspapers with their Sunday counterparts: The Daily 
Express and Sunday Express, The Daily Mail and Mail on Sunday, Daily Star and Daily Star 
Sunday, The Daily Telegraph and Sunday Telegraph, The Financial Times, The Guardian and 
the Observer, The Independent, the Independent on Sunday, The Mirror and The Sunday 
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Mirror, The News of the World, The Sun, The Times and The Sunday Times. The i-Independent 
was excluded as it only began to be published in 2010.  The News of the World which ceased 
publication in 2011, was included, since it was published for the majority of the search period.  
Also included was the mid-market tabloid the Daily and Sunday Express even though coverage 
of this title in the database is patchy. There is little coverage between 2006-2008, but articles 
from the key periods of the policy development are important in this research. 
 
Neuendorf (2002) recommends ‘screening’ in order to define the variables for the study. Initial 
screening of available content from the newspaper database Nexis was carried out to define the 
search terms, dates and newspapers selected. This was carried out to formulate search terms 
that best capture the relevant articles. For example, the search terms “red meat and cancer and 
bowel or colorectal or colon” were used. However, there is a chance an article could be about 
red meat consumption and cancer risk without including the term “meat” but only using 
“sausage” or “bacon” instead.  Or, for example this section of an article that appeared in The 
Sun: 
 
‘This week, the Government's top scientists announced that anyone who eats more 
than 70 grams of red meat a day will soon need to have their bottoms amputated.  
Seventy grams? I know rock stars who put that much cocaine up their noses every day 
and they're all right. 
So how can it be possible that a juicy lamb chop is going to give us all cancer of the poo 
shoot?’ (Clarkson, J. 2011, p. 11) 
 
This extract does not mention bowel or colorectal at all.  However, experimenting with widening 
the search terms did return more articles, but this difference was eliminated when the other 
inclusion criteria (must make two or more mentions of the search terms, repeat articles were 
removed) were taken into account.  
 
The search terms were ‘“red meat” OR “processed meat” AND cancer AND bowel OR colorectal 
OR colon OR rectal”’ within the period 01/01/1993-01/01/2012. The search returned articles with 
mentions of the search term anywhere in the text. This search returned 747 results.  These 
were scanned to identify duplicates and letters. In the event of repeated articles, the latest 
edition only was used. In the event of regional editions these were included, unless they were 
repeat articles in which case the English edition was used. Letters were excluded. 
 
After duplicate articles (n=143), letters (n=10) and online articles (n=16) were removed, 578 
articles remained. A ten per cent portion of these (n=59) were used as a pilot study. These were 
not randomly chosen articles but a block from the middle of the sample in order to test the 
content analysis methodology and the ability to track trends in coverage. The date range for the 
pilot study was April 09 2005 to February 01 2006 (n=59).  
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These 59 articles were read through several times for relevance. Inclusion criteria were that the 
article had to include at least 2 (two) separate mentions of a link between red and/or processed 
meat and bowel cancer. Twenty-nine articles were removed as they did not include at least 2 
mentions of the links between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer (n=30). These 30 
articles formed the sample for the pilot study. During the pilot study a test of intercoder reliability 
was performed to check the reliability of the inclusion criteria.  The test returned 100% 
agreement.  
 
The process used for the pilot study was then repeated for the full sample. The full sample 
(n=578) of articles were read through several times for relevance. Using the list of numbered 
article titles provided by Nexis, each article was coded according to a colour coding guide to 
track included and excluded articles (duplicates were highlighted in grey, letters in blue, those 
containing no mentions of the link between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer were 
highlighted in yellow and those which contained one mention of the link between red and/or 
processed meat and bowel cancer were highlighted in green (n=200), articles which contained 
two or more mentions of the link between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer were 
not highlighted (n=157)). These 157 articles formed the main data source for analysis. The 
manifest or explicit data (headline, date, publication title, section, page number, word count, 
author, author designation) from these 157 articles was then entered into a spreadsheet and 
analysed. 
 
Both the manifest (explicit) and the latent (implicit) content of the texts was then analysed 
(Altheide, 2002; Neuendorf, 2002; Hilton et al., 2010) in the pilot study. In this case, the 
manifest content was defined as identifying information about the newspaper articles, for 
example the date of publication, the title of the newspaper they appeared in, the length in words 
and the author. Articles within the pilot study with two or more mentions of the link between red 
and/or processed meat and bowel cancer (n=30) were analysed for their manifest data in order 
to identify trends in reporting. The manifest data from the articles (title, author, date, publication, 
length etc.) were exported into an excel file using an automated process developed in order to 
minimise input from the researcher and therefore minimise bias or error (see Appendix 7). By 
using this system manifest data from the articles was extracted and entered into a table (Table 
4.5). Using the pivot table function in Excel, trends were identified in the reporting based on the 
data for example average length of article, number of articles published in each newspaper, 
number of articles published over time. Pivot tables were used to create basic, unweighted, 


























4.6.2 Coding and Analysis: Latent Themes or Frames 
The coding frame is an important part of the content analysis process. Seale and Tonkiss 
(2012) say that coding categories may be defined in advance or may be based on an initial 
reading of the data. They acknowledge that often both these approaches are used together; 
pre-defined categories are set out to reflect the theoretical aims of the research while inductive 
categories are set in response to the data. To minimize ambiguity and overlap a pilot test was 
carried out on a smaller sample of articles. These had the same sample criteria except the date 
range was 01/08/2010-01/08/2011. This returned 24 articles.  
 
When coding, content analysts look for both ‘manifest’ and ‘latent’ themes or frames (Altheide 
2002, pp. 35-36) – with manifest data being that that is explicitly stated while latent themes are 
deeper and can be measured by one or more indicators Neuendorf (2002, p. 23). Broadly 
speaking manifest themes can be analysed quantitatively while latent themes require a more 
qualitative approach. One of the main purposes of this content analysis is to identify trends in 
reporting across different newspapers to both inform the final interview stage of the research, 
therefore in this case manifest content was defined as identifying information about the 
newspaper articles for example the date of publication, the title of the newspaper they appeared 
in, the length in words and the author.  As explained above, this information was put into an 
Excel spreadsheet and analysed for trends in reporting.  
 
As noted above, content analysis can be broadly placed in the quantitative tradition of inquiry, 
where observable features are analysed in an ‘objective’ way. In the literature about content 
analysis one of the main issues that arises is the question of whether a ‘scientific’ model can be 
appropriate to the study of texts and speech and the production and reproduction of meaning 
(Seale and Tonkiss, 2012; Krippendorff, 2013). Mellor et al. (2011) caution that even with the 
most tightly controlled coding frame, content analysis is an inherently subjective method:  
‘…even when a high rate of intercoder reliability is achieved, content analysis remains a 
subjective form of analysis. Coding all but the most uninteresting of features of media 
output involves a judgement on the part of the coder. A well-defined coding frame helps 
minimise differences between coders, but the definitions set out in the coding frame 
themselves embody a set of decisions about where to draw boundaries around 
categories that, in reality, do not constitute naturally bounded entities. It is entirely 
possible that coders working with a different set of criteria would generate a different set 
of figures.’ (Mellor et al., 2011, p. 12)  
 
With this in mind, the latent content was defined as themes, frames and discourses that 




4.6.3.2 Analysis of latent data  
Latent themes were analysed using thematic content analysis.  The data was used to generate 
themes. (Altheide and Schneider, 2013; Saldana, 2013). All the newspaper articles were re-
read several times to identify initial codes (Altheide and Schneider, 2013; Saldana, 2013). 
These were noted using the track changes facility in Word, in which each comment has a 
unique numerical identifier. The comments in the track changes ‘markup’ pane of the document 
were then imported into Excel. Similar codes were clustered together to form categories, while 
redundant codes were removed. These categories were then analysed thematically and are 
reported in Chapter 7.  
 
4.7 Semi structured interviews  
The third phase of the research was a group of semi-structured in depth interviews with key 
actors drawn from phases 1 and 2.  These interviews were designed to complement the two 
other research methods outlined in this chapter. 
 
Byrne (2012) notes that qualitative interviewing can be particularly useful to access individuals’ 
values and attitudes. However, she notes that when conducting or reading qualitative interviews 
we need to be aware of the many different variables that can affect the process and the 
outcome including the interviewer and their background, the environment in which the interview 
is conducted, the mood of both participants during the interview and the form of questioning.  
Denzin and Lincoln (2000, p. 646) also stress the interactive nature of qualitative research 
interviews:  
 
 ‘Increasingly, qualitative researchers are realizing that interviews are 
not neutral tools of data gathering but active interactions between two 
(or more) people leading to negotiated, contextually based results. 
Thus, the focus of interviews is moving to encompass the hows of 
people’s lives (the constructive work involved in producing order in 
everyday life) as well as the traditional whats (the activities of everyday 
life).’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000, p. 646)  
 
The interviews were semi-structured (i.e. the interviewer had a number of question areas or 
prompts to guide the interview but the interviewee was expected to ‘drive’ the line of 
questioning).  The purpose of the interviews was to give insight into the processes of news 
gathering and framing of news items, the interactions between key players in the information 
chain, including stakeholders (for example from the meat industry), the opinions of policymakers 
as to media influence and the opinions of journalists as to the influence of media on 
policymakers.   
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The semi-structured interview format was chosen for a number of reasons.  Firstly, some of the 
interviewees were journalists, others food policymakers, some campaigners, and other 
scientists. As a former food journalist currently engaged in PhD research and who is used to 
carrying out journalistic interviews, the researcher felt this qualitative approach would allow a 
reflexive position that took these circumstances into account. Secondly, this phase of the 
research was designed to be flexible and responsive in order to reveal rich detailed answers 
associated with qualitative interviewing techniques (Bryman 2012, p. 470).  Thirdly it would 
allow the interviewees to give their insights and opinions freely without being constrained or 
‘pigeon-holed’ by fixed questions.  An attempt was made to acknowledge and address 
questions of reflexivity – for example the impact of the researcher’s age, gender, class, 
background and professional experience on the interview process - by being self-critical and 
making field notes after every interview (Byrne, 2012). The physical, social and psychological 
well-being of research participants in the ethical approval application was also considered. (see 
Appendix 6). 
 
4.7.1 Ethical considerations 
Ethical approval for this part of the study was obtained from the Department of Sociology, City 
University London (see ethical approval letter at Appendix 6) and approved before interviewees 
were approached. Participation in the study was voluntary and participants could withdraw at 
any time during the interview process. Anonymity was offered to all participants; this guaranteed 
that participants’ names would not be used in the study or reports emanating from it and will not 
be published or shared with any other organisation.  Recordings, transcripts and notes about 
the interviews or interviewees are kept securely for a period of 5 years. Only the researcher and 
her two supervisors have access to the research data.  
 
4.7.2 Data collection 
Research design for this phase was largely driven by the results from Phases 1 and 2.  
The interviewees were drawn from three key actor groups:  1) journalists 2) stakeholders 3) 
policymakers across both time periods under study (COMA report 1997-8 and SACN report 
2010-11). Some participants were equally relevant to both time periods. Attempts were made to 
achieve an equal number of participants in each group (see Figures 24 and 25). The total 






 Journalists Policymakers Stakeholders Total 
Approached 26 27 17 70 
Secured 10 8 9 27 
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Table 4.6:  Table of potential participants (source: author) 
 
Response, positive 27 
Response, negative 13 
Response, positive, then negative 6 
No response 24 
Total 70 
Table 4.7: Table of responses from participants (source: author) 
 
The invitation to interview and information sheet was sent to interviewees in advance.  
Interviews were carried out face to face in a location of the interviewee’s choosing, or if this was 
not possible over the telephone or by Skype. The interviews varied in length from 30 minutes to 
1 hour and 30 minutes. Interviews were recorded on a digital audio recording device. A consent 
form was taken to the interview and signed by the interviewee, or sent and returned by post or 
email if the interview was conducted remotely.  Attempts were made to be non-judgemental 
during interviews and to allow the interviewee to lead the conversation, while using the prompts 
in the interview guide to provide an overall structure.  However, a skeleton topic guide was used 
to ensure some focus and to allow comparison between interviews (see Appendix 9). This was 
devised with the Research Questions in mind but also bearing in mind two theoretical models 
which had informed the research design. The first of these is Baumgartner and Jones’ 
Punctuated Equilibrium (Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). Punctuated Equilibrium Theory 
suggests that over long periods of time policy issues tend to stay the same but these long 
periods of continuity, where a policy remains stable, are punctuated by more intense periods of 
change and policymaking activity. The media may play a part in putting issues on the policy 
making agenda. 
 
The other theory that informed the research design and the interview topic guide was Nisbet 
and Huge’s model of Mediated Issue Development (see figure 4.6) which develops Downs’ 
(1972) Issue Attention Cycle and Baumgartner and Jones’ (2009) Punctuated Equilibrium 




Figure 4.6 Model of Mediated Issue Development (source: Nisbet and Huge, 2006, p.8).  
 
Nisbet and Huge develop the punctuated equilibrium model and specifically looked at how 
media attention interacts with policy development. This model shows several interesting trends:  
1: Media attention to a policy issue goes in cycles, following an initial focusing event.  
2: During a cycle of attention, media attention rises to a peak and then falls back to lower levels.  
3: Increasing and high levels of media attention correspond to growing overtly political interest 
in an issue. As media attention declines this corresponds to the policy moving to the 
administrative policy making arena. 
4: Higher levels of media attention are accompanied by more dramatic framing of the issue. 
When media attention is lower, the framing of the issue is more technical. 
5: When media levels of attention are high, the issue is covered by political journalists and 
opinion columns. When media levels of attention are lower, the issue is covered by specialists.  
 
Following these two models, the interview topic guide had four areas expressed in 6 topic areas 
(see Appendix 9):  
1 The policy making process 
2 The media: role, process and influence 
3 Interaction between actors 
4 Framing in the media and in the policymaking arena 
5 Where this issue appeared on the policy agenda 
6 Where this issue appeared on the media agenda 
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4.7.3 Coding and Analysis 
Each interview was transcribed verbatim. Parts of the transcription system developed by Gail 
Jefferson (cited in Rapley, 2012, p.426) were used to try to record in detail what was said – this 
includes use of colons to indicate sound stretching, underlining to indicate speaker’s emphasis 
or stress, capitals to indicate a marked rise in volume.   
Some interviewees had a greater degree of involvement than others, these were identified as 
‘key interviewees’. Key interviewees within each grouping (government policy makers, 
journalists, external actors) were identified (see Table 4.7). 
 
 Key interviewees  Remaining 
interviewees 
Govt. Policymakers (COMA, SACN 
members, government Ministers, politicians, 
civil servants)  
6 2 
Journalists 
(Freelance print journalists, print journalists 




(Meat industry representatives, MLC 
representatives, cancer charity 
representatives, NGO representatives) 
7 2 
Table 4.8 Interviewees (source: author) 
 
These 18 key interviews were read through again a number of times. The interviews were 
coded according to the research questions. Emerging codes were identified and similar codes 
were clustered together to form categories, redundant codes were removed (Saldana 2013). 
From these categories, major themes were identified for each policy development period or 
embedded unit of analysis of the case study. These codes were made in the transcripts of the 
interviews using Word’s ‘track changes’ facility. The codes were then imported into separate 
documents and clustered together to form categories – these were then thematically grouped. 
The remaining 9 interview transcripts were then re-examined and listened to again to identify 
further codes relating to the already identified major themes. These themes were then reported 
and the findings can be found in Chapter 8.  
  
4.8 Triangulation of methods and analysis 
Spicer (2012) and Yin (2009) advocate triangulation as a way of ‘combining more than one 
method in looking at a particular research question to cross-check results for consistency and 
enhance confidence in the research findings’ (Spicer, 2012, p. 480). Some researchers have 
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argued that triangulation is inherently positivist, since it assumes a knowable truth objective of 
the researcher, and is therefore incompatible with an interpretivist approach (Cox and Hassard, 
2012). However, others have argued that triangulation plays an important role in qualitative 
research since claims about reality should be scrutinized from as many different angles as 
possible (Guba and Lincoln, 2000).   
 
Denzin (cited in Cox and Hassard, 2010) and Yin (2009) identified 4 types of triangulation: data 
triangulation, where data are collected from different data sources; investigator triangulation, 
where different researchers or investigators independently collect data on the same 
phenomenon and compare results; methodological triangulation, where multiple methods of 
data collection are used and theory triangulation, where different theories are used to explain 
one set of data. Yin (2009) argues that data triangulation can address the problems of construct 
validity (the research design meets the needs of the research questions) because multiple data 
sources essentially provide multiple measures of the same phenomenon. Cox and Hassard 
(2010) point out that convergent findings can give the researcher more confidence in the validity 
and reliability of the results of the study. The triangulation approach in this case is both data 
triangulation (data from three different sources was used: policy documents, newspaper 
coverage, interviews) and methodological triangulation (three different methodologies were 
used: content analysis, policy analysis, semi-structured interviews).  Triangulation was based on 
the framework technique outlined by both Green and Thorogood (2014) and Cox and Hassard 
(2010) who suggest analyzing multiple sources of data for recurrent patterns across different 
sources of information. This is further developed by Green and Thorogood (2014) who suggest 
a technique they call ‘framework analysis’ in which codes are applied across data sets using 
‘indexing’: comparing themes within and between cases by putting those themes in charts or 
tables so the themes can easily be tracked between and within cases.  To do this the latent 
themes arising out of the content analysis of media coverage were compared with the themes 
arising from the interview analysis and the results of the policy analysis, building a chart to aid 
analysis.  For full details and the results of this see Chapter 9. 
 
4.9 Development of new theoretical model using triangulation of data 
It is important for the reader to note that discussion on each of the findings chapters is 
presented within each chapter, so discussion on the findings from the policy analysis of the first 
embedded unit of analysis (COMA, 1993-1998) is presented at the end of Chapter 5, discussion 
on the findings from the policy analysis of the second embedded unit of analysis (SACN, 2001-
2011) is presented at the end of Chapter 6, discussion on the findings from the content analysis 
of newspaper reporting of this issue is presented at the end of Chapter 7 and discussion on the 
findings from the 27 semi-structured interviews is presented at the end of Chapter 8. These 
findings are then triangulated as outlined above using a framework analysis and tabulation and 
the results of this are then reflected on in the light of the theoretical framework of agenda setting 
and associated theories. In addition, a theory of mediatized food policy development which 
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attempts to integrate theories of punctuated equilibrium and the concept of mediatization is 
formulated and proposed in Chapter 9. 
 
4.10 Summary 
This research was designed to find out how UK government nutrition policy and UK print media 
interacted in the case of recommendations on red and processed meat consumption. The 
conceptual framework underpinning the research design used essentially qualitative research 
methods with an interpretive perspective. The research was inductive and findings were drawn 
from the data but informed by a literature review and theoretical framework based on agenda 
setting and associated theories – the inductive qualitative and interpretive approach led to the 
development of the theoretical framework to include and integrate novel theories of 
mediatization. The research design for this study adopted a retrospective case study approach 
in which two units of analysis were embedded in one single case.  The two units of analysis 
were 1: the Committee on Medical Aspects of Nutrition Policy report on diet and cancer (COMA 
1998) and 2: the Scientific Advisory Committee’s report on Iron (SACN, 2010). This research 
progressed in three separate but interlinked phases. For each embedded unit of analysis, data 
was gathered from three different sources: policy documents on government recommendations 
on red and processed meat consumption between 1993 and 2012; UK print media coverage of 
the same issue over the same period and semi-structured interviews with actors identified from 
phases 1 and 2 of the research.  There were three different methods involved: policy analysis 
using Walt and Gilson’s (1994) Health Policy Triangle; quantitative and qualitative content 
analysis and semi-structured in-depth interviews with actors, there were then thematically 
analysed. In addition, a framework analysis was carried out to triangulate the three different 
data sources and methodologies.  The research has been broadly qualitative in approach, 
although there were some quantitative aspects to the content analysis.  
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Chapter 5: Research Findings, Research Question 1: Policy Analysis: 1993-1998 
 
5.1 Introduction 
As noted in Chapter 4 (Methodology) the approach taken in this research is a case study in 
which there are two embedded units of analysis. These two units analyse and compare two 
periods of policy development. The first is the period 1993-1998 during which time the 
government Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy (COMA) developed 
and produced a report, ‘Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer’ (Department of 
Health, 1998). The recommendations in this report led directly to the government 
recommendation that individuals’ consumption of red and processed meat should not rise, and 
that higher consumers should consider a reduction. However, the planned publication of the 
report in September 1997 was delayed by the Secretary of State for Health at the last minute 
over the recommendation on red and processed meat. This was widely covered in the press 
and questions about it were raised in the House of Commons. The first version of the 
publication was recalled and pulped, the second was published in March 1998. (Laurance 1997; 
Mihill, 1997; HC, 1997). 
 
The second embedded unit of analysis concerns the period 2001-2011 during which time the 
UK government’s Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) again considered evidence 
on the links between red and processed meat consumption and bowel cancer as part of a 
substantial report into iron and health which was published in 2010. This Iron and Health 
(SACN, 2010) report covered a wide range of issues relating to iron – including iron deficiency 
and excess as well as the adequacy of iron nutrition in the UK population. As part of this review, 
recommendations on red and processed meat consumption were revised, leading to further 
government advice on this issue.  This policy development will be considered in detail in 
Chapter 6.   
 
This chapter, Chapter 5, lays out the research findings of the first part of the policy analysis 
undertaken to answer the first part of the first research question:  
 
RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 








Figure 5.1 Walt and Gilson’s (1994) Health Policy Triangle (source: Walt and Gilson, 1994, 
p. 354) 
 
As set out in the Chapter 4 (Methodology) the analysis was conducted using Walt and Gilson’s 
(1994) Health Policy Triangle (see fig 5.1) using the COMA report itself and documents from the 
Department of Health archives (n=96). These were obtained after attempts had been made to 
retrieve COMA committee meeting minutes from the National Archives, who had directed me to 
the Department of Health archives. As outlined in Chapter 4 (Methodology) the documents in 
the files provided were neither comprehensive, sequential or chronological. Some items were 
incomplete, some were duplicated and there were some obvious gaps (e.g. of minutes from 
COMA Working Groups). It is important to acknowledge that the reality presented in these 
documents may not reflect the reality of those involved, and that the documents have been 
selectively archived by partial individuals – many other documents may exist or have existed 
that have not been placed in the archive or kept by the archivist. Unlike the SACN documents 
relating to the later period of policy development (see Chapter 6), these COMA files included 
memos, emails and faxes from Department of Health and other government officials as well as 
more formal documents such as minutes of COMA meetings or COMA annual reports. 
However, some of the main COMA committee meeting minutes were missing, and importantly 
the dataset contained very few minutes of the meetings of the Working Group that drafted the 
COMA report. There are few documents before 1996, the majority of documents concern the 



















Table 5.1 Sample and distribution of documents in the selection (source: author) 
 
The archive documents provided were read several times. The dataset was made up of 
documents that were relevant to either:  
 the development of recommendations relating to red and processed meat 
 media handling of the report  
 regulations and guidance surrounding advisory committees on nutrition 
 
These documents were copied again and given a unique ID. This was made up of the number 
of the file that the document originated from e.g. 248/MXO:53/2 appended by the number in 
sequence of documents from that file, e.g. the seventeenth document copied from file 
248/MXO:53/2 was numbered 248/MXO:53/2/17.  The documents were then organised into 
chronological order. Duplicate documents were discarded from the dataset. These documents 
were then read and re-read, and subjected to analysis using the Health Policy Triangle 
framework (Walt and Gilson 1994). Each document was analysed using the four elements of the 
Health Policy Triangle (context, process, content, actors). Each document was colour coded 
with post-it notes and passages were highlighted according to the element of the Policy 
Analysis Triangle they corresponded to. Context was coded orange, Content was coded pink, 
Process was coded yellow and Actors were coded green. Sub-codes emerged under each 
colour, these were categorised and grouped under common themes. Redundant codes were 
discarded. These coded passages were entered into a separate document under the four 
headings of the Health Policy Triangle.  For the Context section of the reporting it was 
necessary to consult further documents such as news reports and parliamentary records to 
verify references to events, actors and documents, for example the BSE Inquiry. These are 
cited in the conventional way in the text. 
 
For ease of reporting the findings are set out under the four elements of the Health Policy 
Triangle: context, process, content, and actors. Where several themes emerged under each 
element, these are presented as subheadings. While the findings are reported separately under 
these four main headings it is important to recognize that the four elements of the Health Policy 
Triangle represent complex inter-relationships, connections, alliances, oppositions and contests 
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(Walt and Gilson, 1994; Buse et al., 2005) and that there is some overlapping between the four 
elements due to this.  
 
To protect the identity of those named in private documents (emails, memos and faxes and 
including meeting agendas and minutes), actors are anonymized, and these documents are 
cited in the text only, using the unique ID given to each document at the time of analysis, along 
with their date.  
 
5.2 Context 
This section sets out the context in which UK government recommendations on red and 
processed meat consumption of 1998 were formulated. A skeleton timeline of the main events 
surrounding the publication of the report is provided below, at Table 5.2 to enable the reader to 
relate the main sequence of events during the formulation of the report and its 
























1993 COMA convenes Working Group on Diet and Cancer (Department of Health 
1998) 
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21/06/93 Submissions of evidence invited via press release (Department of Health 
1998) 
19/07/93 First meeting of COMA’s Working Group to “examine the evidence relating 
aspects of diet to specific cancers”. (Department of Health 1998) 
04/04/97 COMA Secretariat recommends consultation about the report with key 
stakeholders (e.g. meat industry and WCRF) over “contentious” meat issue 
(836/MOO/8/8/1/1) 
29/04/97 COMA considers draft report (248/MXO:53/1/7) 
30/05/97 Amendments sent to COMA members (248/MXO:53/2/33) 
13/09/97 Daily Mail reports COMA’s meat recommendations (Hope, 1997) 
19/09/97 Working Group lay member complains about consultation process with 
meat industry, claims they have leaked report information. (179/CMA2/5/2) 
24/09/97 Extraordinary COMA meeting to discuss meat recommendations. 
(179/CMA2/5/2) 
25/09/97 WCRF (1997) first expert report published, COMA report also due. 
However, Secretary of State for Health issues press release including meat 
recommendations agreed at COMA meeting the day before. The full report 
is not released. (248/MXO:53/2/33) 
21/10/97 COMA meeting to clarify meat recommendations – some Working Group 
members complain that they had not agreed the recommendations released 
by Secretary of State for Health on 25/09/97. (248/MXO:53/2/1) 
17/11/97 Questions in House of Commons about the report, including the cost of 
pulping it and reprinting it. (248/MXO:53/2/37) 
21/11/97 Chief Medical Officer requests approval by ministers of reworded report. 
(248/MXO:53/2/35) 
12/02/97 Meeting between ministers from MAFF, DH and the Chief Medical Officer to 
consider report. (248/MXO:53/3/26) 
05/03/98 Revised report is published. (248/MXO:53/4/2) 
Table 5.2 Skeleton timeline of events 1993-1998 (source: author) 
 
5.2.1 Context: Food Scares 
This period (1993-1998) saw public concern over food safety in the UK. The late 1980s and 
early 1990s had seen a number of ‘food scares’ – salmonella in eggs, listeria in paté and alar in 
apples - as well as a continuing crisis in the British beef industry brought about by the disease in 
cattle, BSE, which had started in 1986/7 and continued until the late 1990s.  These food safety 
crises were repeatedly reported by the UK media. The ‘food scare’ had become a commonly 
recognizable ‘media template’ (Kitzinger, 2000), with a pattern of association and meaning 
along with a similar format, framing and cast of actors and actor groups.  Repeated food scares 
became a media phenomenon, with a new generation of food activists and food journalists 
drawing attention to them as examples of endemic failures in the food system (Lang, 1997). 
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Investigative ‘consumer’ journalism was growing, along with another branch of consumer 
journalism, ‘lifestyle’ journalism, which, while not a new phenomenon (Lonsdale, 2014) was 
perhaps newly placing an emphasis on personal responsibility for health in the face of growing 
recognition of the chronic health problems linked with poor diets (Lee, 2009; Hanusch, 2012). 
This growing recognition of the important role of diet in protecting good health and preventing 
NCDs was one of reasons cited by COMA in their introduction to the COMA report (Department 
of Health, 1998): 
“Public and professional interest in the possible links between diet and cancer 
is increasing. Influential commentators have estimated that diet might 
contribute to the development of around one third of all cancers. Work on 
possible mechanisms for an influence of diet on the development of cancers 
has led to a perception that diet can play an important role in influencing risk 
of a number of common cancers in Europe, and in the UK. This Working 
Group was convened to examine the evidence for specific nutritional links 
underlying this perception.” (Department of Health, 1998, p. 1) 
 
This growing awareness of diet’s role in the prevention of disease, along with the growing 
concern over food safety and food scares is an important contextualizing factor in the 
development of this policy. A particularly important food scare, in relation to the 
recommendation that COMA was to make on red and processed meat consumption in 1998, 
was Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE). This had come to a head in March 1996 when 
the then Conservative government announced a link between the cattle disease BSE and the 
human disease vCJD (BBC News, 2005). The worldwide export of British beef was banned later 
in the same month. As has been outlined in Chapters 2/3 (Literature Review) the BSE crisis had 
been seen as a failure of communication by the scientific community but as a cover-up by 
journalists. It had reportedly cost Britain £1.5bn (Arthur and Brown, 1997) and British beef 
farmers, already suffering under the beef export ban, had staged widespread protests in 
December 1997 (Campbell, 2011; Watson-Smyth, 1997) including at the British European 
presidency launch in London (Campbell, 2011, p. 224). In early December 1997, the BSE crisis 
continued with the Minister of Agriculture banning beef on the bone from all shops, 
supermarkets, butchers and restaurants in light of further recommendations by another scientific 
advisory committee, SEAC, the Spongiform Encephalopathy Advisory Committee (Arthur and 
Brown, 1997). In order to address these concerns over scientific communication and 
government cover ups, the new Labour government had announced a public inquiry (the ‘BSE 
Inquiry’) in Parliament on 22 December 1997, which began in January 1998, to:  
‘establish and review the history of the emergence and identification of BSE 
and new variant CJD in the United Kingdom, and of the action taken in 
response to it up to 20 March 1996; to reach conclusions on the adequacy of 
that response, taking into account the state of knowledge at the time; and to 
report on these matters to the Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 
 106 
the Secretary of State for Health and the Secretaries of State for Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland.’ (BSE Inquiry, 2000)  
 
The data from the current study shows the impact this perceived crisis in confidence around 
food had on food policy making. The new Labour government were keen to distance 
themselves from the food safety crises associated with the previous administration and to “see 
a change in the culture in Whitehall” (248/MXO:53/2/23 – Ministerial Q&A). The data contain a 
number of references to the new Food Standards Agency which had been proposed by Prime 
Minister Tony Blair. The role and initial function and structure of the Food Standards Agency 
had been set out in a paper by Professor Phillip James, Director of the Rowett Research 
Institute and a member of COMA (James, 1997) in 1997, shortly after the election of the new 
Labour government. This report had been commissioned by Tony Blair when he was Leader of 
the Opposition (Labour) party in March 1997 (James, 1997). Directly responding to the BSE 
crisis, it proposed an independent organization, putting nutrition and food safety at arm’s length 
from government. During 1997, when COMA was planning to publish their report (Department 
of Health, 1998), the government were in a process of consultation about the new Agency and 
were preparing a White Paper setting out proposals for an “independent Food Standards 
Agency, which would be powerful, open and dedicated to the interests of consumers.” (Ministry 
of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 1998). This White Paper was published in January 1998, 
while COMA were still waiting for Ministerial approval for the reworded ‘Nutritional Aspects of 
the Development of Cancer’ report.  
 
The data, mainly from minutes of meetings and civil servants’ correspondence, show various 
references to the role of COMA in relation to the new Food Standards Agency and evidence of 
some nervousness about the role of COMA under this new structure of food policy governance. 
The White Paper on the formation of the Food Standards Agency had proposed moving 
COMA’s Secretariat and governance from the Department of Health to the new FSA. In a letter 
from the Secretary of State for Health to the Minister Without Portfolio the “difficulties” 
associated with the publication of COMA’s (Department of Health, 1998) Diet and Cancer report 
were cited as one of the main reasons for moving the committee to the FSA:  
“On the specific issue of COMA (the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food 
and Nutrition Policy) we decided that, in view of recent difficulties, public 
confidence in the independence and rigour of its advice would be best regained 
by placing the secretariat with the FSA.” (248/MXO:53/2/17) 
 
In a memo regarding this letter, the Chief Medical Officer, at the time the chairman of COMA, 
strongly refutes any suggestion of a lack of public confidence in the independence and rigour of 
the committee (248/MXO:53/2/18). In addition, the possible move of COMA to the FSA made 
both COMA members and the COMA Secretariat nervous. When the Minister for Food Safety, 
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then based in MAFF, asked to attend a COMA meeting in September 1997, members of the 
Secretariat sought clarification of the purpose of his meeting: 
 
“2. He confirms that this visit is merely part of the Minister’s series of visits to 
MAFF committees and that the ‘role of COMA’ relates to its present role and 
work programme and not to any discussion on its possible relationship to the 
FSA.” (248/MXO:53/2/2)  
 
And when the possible move to the FSA was discussed at COMA meetings, members resisted 
the move, concerned that there would be “conflicting messages” on nutrition coming from DH 
and the FSA and that the FSA “would be driven by aspects of food safety which would outweigh 
the advice given to patients and the community on food and nutrition issues which have a much 
longer-term perspective than food safety issues.” (179/CMA2/5/3, 27 April, 1998, pp. 3,4).  
 
The FSA White Paper (Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, 1998) had been presented 
by MAFF but sought to address a key criticism of the role the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries 
and Food had played in food policy up until this point. 
“1.11 The Government's proposals have been drawn up in the light of Professor 
Philip James's report and the responses to the consultation exercise carried out in 
May and June 1997 (described in Annex 1 of this White Paper). They are designed 
to address the key factors which Professor James identified as contributing to the 
erosion of public and producer confidence in the current system of food controls:  
 the potential for conflicts of interest within MAFF arising from its dual 
responsibility for protecting public health and for sponsoring the agriculture and 
food industries  
 fragmentation and lack of co-ordination between the various government 
bodies involved in food safety  
 uneven enforcement of food law.  
1.12 The Government agrees that a clear separation is needed between 
promoting safe food and wider consumer interests on the one hand and 
promoting the interests of business on the other.” (Ministry of Agriculture 
Fisheries and Food, 1998). 
  
An indication from the data under analysis that the government were keen to separate food 
production from public health nutrition, is evidence of a threat to MAFF’s contribution to COMA. 
At the beginning of this policymaking period (1993) both the main COMA committee and the 
Working Group on Diet and Cancer included at least one MAFF representative. In January 
1998, a review of COMA took place and “ex-officio” members including those from MAFF were 
notified by the Chief Medical Officer of a change to their membership:  
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“The Workings and membership of the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food 
and Nutrition are currently under review. An outcome of this review is that I 
have decided to ask you to become an assessor rather than an ex-officio 
member. This will bring COMA in line with my other advisory committees. As an 
assessor, although you will be able to participate in discussions at meetings, 
any decisions will be taken only by the independent members.  
Members of COMA will be limited to external, independent experts and this will 
be reflected in subsequent documentation such as the COMA Annual Report.” 
(248/MXO:53/3/19) 
 
In this way government departments were working together during most of this period 1993-
1998, but towards the end of the period there is evidence to show that they were starting to try 
to disentangle some of the governance structures that had embedded MAFF and agricultural 
policy makers within public health policymaking structures, by extracting MAFF officials from the 
COMA committee and by moving COMA to the newly formed and independent Food Standards 
Agency.  
 
5.2.2 Context: New Government 
In 1993 when the Working Group on Diet and Cancer was convened, the Conservative 
government was led by Prime Minister John Major. Major’s period in office was characterized by 
a series of scandals over the personal behavior of members of the Government related to sex 
and financial impropriety, as well as repeated ‘food scares’ as outlined above. When the new, 
Labour, government came to power in May 1997 under Tony Blair, there were, as noted above, 
proposals to improve food safety with the introduction of the FSA and by making changes to 
MAFF and the Department of Health. As well as uncertainty over the future of COMA under 
these new structures around food safety, there were two other important developments in the 
workings of government that affected the policymaking process in this case.  
 
A Committee on Standards in Public Life had been set up by John Major in 1994 after the so-
called ‘cash for questions’ scandal in which Conservative ministers had been accused of being 
paid by lobbyists to ask questions in Parliament. This had prompted public concern over the 
proper conduct of officials and in its first report of 1995 had established the ‘7 principles of 
public life’ known as the Nolan Principles (see Figure 5.2) which applied to ‘all who serve the 
public in any way’ including government committees or quangos or Non-Departmental Public 
Bodies (NDPBs).  
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Figure 5.2 The Nolan Principles of Public Life (source: Nolan, 1995)  
 
These principles were part of a package of guidance or code of practice sent to COMA 
members with a memo from the Secretariat shortly after the failed first publication of the original 
‘Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer’ report:  
 
  “3. The guidance takes into account:  
 the recommendations in the First Report of the Committee on 
Standards in Public Life (the Nolan Committee);  
 the Government’s response to that report 
 the consultation paper published subsequently by the Government 
(Spending Public Money: Governance and Audit Issues) and the 
response to that paper. 
4. Although COMA is not an executive NDPB it is proposed that members 
of COMA, its Panels, Working Groups and Subgroups receive a copy of 
this guidance so they are aware of the principles underpinning their 




This may have formed part of the review of workings and membership of COMA as mentioned 
above and taken together with a report on ‘Opening Up Quangos’ sent to the Chief Medical 
Officer at around the same time reflects a government commitment to greater openness, 
accountability and transparency in government.  
 
In addition, the new Labour government, interested in the ways in which their government 
communicated with the press and members of the public, had commissioned a review by Sir 
Robin Mountfield of the Government Information Service (HC Deb 1997), a non-ministerial 
department which comprised information officers working for each Department of State, and 
which the government felt needed updating to bring it in line with the demands of 24-hour 
media. Prime Minister Tony Blair said:  
 
“The Report is about modernising the Government's communications with 
the media to make them more effective and authoritative--an integral part of 
a democratic Government's duty to govern with consent.” 
(HC 1997a) 
 
The report proposed a new central Strategic Communications Unit which would improve co-
ordination between government departments. The Strategic Communications Unit, launched in 
January 1998 (HL 1998) plotted government communications on a grid against key internal and 
external events. This was used by the information heads from each department to plan public 
announcements in a way that would minimise duplications or clashes. It also meant that Prime 
Minister Tony Blair’s Chief Press Secretary and official spokesman, Alistair Campbell and his 
team could check the government’s position against the grid and make sure that Campbell was 
properly briefed for his daily meetings with the press lobby. A common criticism of the Labour 
government during its period of office was that it was heavy on ‘spin’ and ‘spin doctors’ 
(Moloney, 2001; Franklin, 2004) and that this was at odds with the civil servants’ professional 
code of conduct in which they are required to remain politically impartial. Presenting the report 
to the House of Commons Blair had been at pains to point out that while the new Government 
Information and Communication Service (GICS) would  
 
“bring the practice and procedures of all Government press offices up to the 
standards of the best, geared to quick responses round the clock with help 
from a new central media monitoring unit.” 
 
This centrally managed system would still:  
 
“retain a politically impartial service and to sustain the trusted values of the 
service embodied in its rules of guidance” (HC 1997a) 
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This emphasis on government communication strategy and ‘handling’ of policy announcements 
and public relations is reflected in the data for the current research in a number of memos and 
consideration given to ‘handling issues’ around the COMA report (for example: memo, 4 April 
1997, 836/MOO/8/8/1/1; memo, 5 December 1997, 248/MXO:53/3/1; memo, 15 December 
1997, 248/MXO:53/3/4) along with memos outlining ‘the line to take’ in interviews or when 
dealing with press inquiries (memo, 4 November 1997, 248/MXO:52/2/21; memo, 3 February 
1998, 248/MXO:53/3/25). These memos consider how government policy is likely to be 
portrayed by the press in particular and the media in general; the best timing to release 
information or the report and responses to potential questions asked by the press. Memos show 
that the department monitored and analysed press coverage of the COMA report 
(248/MXO:53/4/2 11 March 1998) and the extent to which it was critical of government 
recommendations (248/MXO:53/4/2 11 March 1998).  In addition, memos in the dataset show 
disagreements between Department of Health officials and communications officials from the 
Press Office on the ‘line to take’ (memo, 6 November 1997, 248/MXO:53/2/24) and in one 
instance an email from the press office passes on a message from one of the Prime Minister’s 
Special Advisers stating that:  
 
“The PM is said to be relatively happy but is anxious that there should be no anti meat 
industry slant to any of it and has asked particularly that colleagues in PPD [Press and 
Publicity Departments] liaise closely with Alistair Campbell on the handling aspects.” 
(248/MXO:53/4/1, 13 February 1998)  
 
The intense concern about media reporting of government policy associated with the Labour 
Government meant that concerns over media reporting played a key role in the policymaking 
process during the period late 1997-early 1998 when the COMA report and recommendations 
were being released.  
 
5.3 Process 
This section outlines the findings of the policy analysis under the ‘process’ heading of the policy 
analysis triangle. Several separate themes emerged under this heading and they are reported 
under three subheadings.  
 
5.3.1 Process: Committee membership and policy processes 
The main COMA committee was chaired by the Chief Medical Officer of the Department of 
Health and comprised 18 members, including one consumer member and 8 ‘ex-officio’ (by right 
of office) members. During the period under analysis (1993-1998) ex-officio members, including 
the Chief Medical Officers from Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland as well as from the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, the Medical Research Council and the Health 
Education Authority, were able to comment, participate in discussion and take part in the 
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decision-making process. As noted above, this was changed in January 1998 
(248/MXO:53/3/19, 12 January 98) in a review of COMA’s processes, when ex-officio members 
became assessors which meant that they could comment at meetings but they would not be 
part of the decision-making process. The majority of the other COMA members were academics 
based at Universities, Medical Colleges or Research Institutes.  One member was based at 
Nestle UK, one other member was a representative ‘of the public interest’ (248/MXO:53/3/6), 
from the Scottish Consumer Council.  The data show that the Chairman of the main COMA 
committee along with Department of Health officials and the COMA Secretariat played a role in 
the day to day running and processes of COMA, for example deciding how frequently meetings 
should be held and how reports should be ‘handled’ in terms of how they were released to the 
press and the wider public. 
 
COMA commissioned reports on areas of food and nutrition policy that they felt warranted the 
Committee’s attention. In the case of the Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer 
(Department of Health, 1998) report, the introduction to the report outlines how the media 
played a role in this case:  
 
“The European Code Against Cancer, first published in 1987 and revised 
in 1995, advises that certain cancers might be avoided and general health 
improved if a healthier lifestyle were adopted…..These and related public 
statements have received wide media attention and there is a perceived 
wisdom that there is now a causal link established between particular 
aspects of diet and the development of some cancers. In the light of these 
developments and of increasing public awareness of the possible benefits 
of dietary changes as well as the growing interest in the role of possible 
“protective” components of plant foods, in 1993 COMA convened a 
Working Group to examine the evidence relating aspects of diet to 
specific cancers.” (Department of Health, 1998, p. 13) 
 
As indicated in the above quote the process followed by COMA in this case was to convene a 
Working Group of experts in the particular area under examination and commission them to 
produce a report examining the evidence in this area. The Chairman, again along with 
Department of Health officials played a role in choosing the members of the Working Group on 
Diet and Cancer (248/MXO:53/1/5).  The Working Group was Chaired by Professor A. Jackson, 
of the University of Southampton who was also a member of the main COMA committee. There 
were 8 other main members of the Working Group, one of which, Dr Sheila Bingham, was also 
a member of the main COMA committee. These members were academics drawn from either 
universities, research institutes or medical colleges. Members of COMA were appointed by the 
Chairman of the committee, the Chief Medical Officer with advice from the Secretariat. 
(248/MXO/53/3/6, memo, 17 December 1997). 
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In addition, there were 11 observers. Five of these were from the Department of Health, one 
from MAFF, one each from the departments of health in Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland, 
one from the Medical Research council in London and one from the International Agency for 
Research into Cancer. There was also a Secretariat of five drawn from the Department of 
Health.  
 
As mentioned above, there are few minutes of the Working Group on Diet and Cancer in the 
dataset. However, the Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer (Department of Health, 
1998) report makes clear that they met 12 times in total, the first meeting was held on the 19th 
July 1993. A press release, published before the first meeting of the Working Group on 21 June 
1993 invited ‘submissions of evidence from individuals and organisations engaged in research 
in this area’ (Department of Health, 1998, p. 13). The report lists those who made submissions 
in response to this open invitation, as well as those who were personally invited by the Working 
Group to contribute.  Eight respondents submitted to the Working Group following an open 
invitation in the press and a press release. Three of these were industry bodies or companies 
(the Food and Drink Federation, the National Dairy Council and Unilever), two were charities 
(the Cancer Research Campaign and the World Cancer Research Fund) and three were 
individuals.   Nineteen individuals were invited to contribute to the Working Group’s 
deliberations, the majority of these were academics from research institutes or universities. Few 
consumer groups or food campaigning organisations were either invited to give or offered 
formal submissions to the committee. However, the data shows that as the Secretariat 
considered the handling options for the report in April 1997, they considered approaching some 
external organisations for their comments:  
“The only topics thought likely to be contentious are the recommendation 
on meat consumption and the criticism of supplements. It was felt desirable 
to alert organisations who might be expected to comment in advance of 
final publication.” (836/MOO/8/8/1/1, 4 April, 1997) 
 
“We therefore, plan to visit the following key players before publication:  
World Cancer Research fund (WCRF), who are expecting to publish a 
report on a similar topic, but with a global emphasis at the end of 
September 1997, Meat and Livestock Commission (MLC), Food & Drink 
Federation (FDF), National Farmers Union (NFU), National Food Alliance 
(NFA), and possibly the Consumers Association (CA), National Consumer 
Council (NCC) and the British Retail Consortium. We also propose to have 
a prebriefing meeting with interested parties i.e. those listed above, and 
cancer charities, Royal Colleges, PAGB and HFMA. In addition we propose 
a press briefing on the day of the launch.” (836/MOO/8/8/1/1, 4 April, 1997) 
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This shows that the Secretariat and Department of Health officials pre-empted controversy over 
the red and processed meat recommendation and sought to ameliorate this by involving key 
stakeholders in this area. There were no formal records of these meetings in the dataset, of how 
these stakeholders were consulted, or of the contribution of these organisations in the final 
report.  
 
The Working Group sent the draft report to the main COMA committee for consideration in April 
1997. While the agenda for this COMA meeting (COMA, 1997) appeared in the archive, and 
makes clear that the report was due for discussion (248/MXO:53/1/7, 29 April, 1997), the 
minutes of this meeting were not available in the files the researcher had access to. Later 
documents make it clear that amendments to the report were sent to COMA members on 30th 
May 1997 (248/MXO:53/2/33) with requests for comments by August 1997 (248/MXO:53/2/33). 
However, on the 13th September 1997 the Daily Mail published a front page report about the 
forthcoming COMA report on Diet and Cancer, focusing specifically on the recommendation to 
eat less red meat and the concerns of the food industry, particularly meat producers who were 
‘already suffering the effects of the BSE crisis’ (Hope, 1997). 
 
A week later, a member of the main COMA committee wrote to the Chief Medical Officer and 
ministers in MAFF and the Department of Health expressing concern over the meat industry’s 
interpretation of the report. This led to an extraordinary COMA meeting being called at short 
notice. At this meeting, which did not include members of the Working Group, concerns were 
raised about the public health implications if the information in the report was misinterpreted by 
the public. Copies of an MLC Industry Briefing and an article in the Meat Trades Journal of the 
17 September were tabled: 
“These items misinterpreted the recommendations implying that an 
increase in average meat consumption would be acceptable.” 
(179/CMA2/5/2, 24 September 1997, p. 4) 
 
Some members of the committee objected to this disruption to normal COMA 
processes and raised concern and disappointment that:  
“the process that had occurred would make COMA appear inefficient and 
expressed concern that the recommendation of the Working Group had 
been changed.” (179/CMA2/5/2, 24 September 1997, p. 7) 
 
In addition, the COMA chairman explained that:  
“…officials had met with representatives of the MLC and FDF to discuss the 
meat recommendation. The leaks to the media had been an abuse of this 
privilege.” (179/CMA2/5/1, 24 September 1997, p. 4) 
 
However, the committee came to a decision at the end of this meeting:  
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“It was agreed that, subject to Ministerial approval, the summary and 
recommendations should be issued at the Press Conference and that a 
statement should be made about the delay along the lines that the 
Committee had felt it important to clarify the red meat recommendation in 
the light of inaccurate press speculation.”  (179/CMA2/5/2, 24 September 
1997, p. 7) 
 
The concerns revolved around the decision not to attach a quantity to the red and 
processed meat recommendation since the Working Group had not felt there was 
enough evidence to quantify the amount of red and processed meat which would 
increase the risk of bowel cancer and so  
“COMA had concluded by asking the Secretariat to draft a sentence 
recommending high consumers of red and processed meat to cut down.” 
(179/CMA2/5/2, 24 September 1997, p. 3) 
 
However, it was felt that this lack of quantitation had allowed the meat industry in 
particular to make assumptions about ‘high consumers’ of red and processed meat 
which may leave the public mistakenly assuming they should eat more red meat.  
  
A press release was issued the following day at the Press Conference along with a 
statement detailing the delay in publication of the report, these were widely reported 
in the press (see Chapter 7 for a full discussion of these reports) however neither of 
these documents were found in the archive files and so could not be included in the 
data for this study.  
 
This confusion and the withdrawal of the report led to much activity, discussion and debate 
among the COMA Secretariat, Department of Health officials and the Chief Medical Officer, 
along with meetings called between ministers and questions from the opposition party in the 
House of Commons (248/MXO:53/2/37, 24 November 1997). In addition, a number of press 
reports criticizing the government were published and these led to tensions between ministerial 
offices and the Department of Health officials, who were then put under pressure by increased 
government scrutiny and requests for clarification and responses to press reporting. (for 
example: 248/MXO:53/3/25, 3 February 1998).  
 
At the next main COMA meeting in October 1997, members were joined by members of the 
Working Group who complained about the process and how the release of the report had been 
handled. In a memo to the committee, signed by 4 members of the Working Group, they set out 




“This debacle has highlighted an urgent need to delineate the various 
processes that are involved in providing scientific advice to the Government 
via COMA, translating that advice into public health policy, and 
communicating that advice to the public. These different processes must be 
clearly separated one from another, and participants in each process 
should be kept informed of the activities of all the others. The failure to do 
this, and mistaking wishful thinking for sound scientific evidence, has led to 
the present highly unsatisfactory position.”, (248/MXO:53/2/1, October 21 
1997)  
 
This consideration of how policy should be made and communicated, and COMA’s role in the 
development of policy was further taken up at COMA meetings the following year in response to 
a review of COMA in light of the development of the Food Standards Agency. As the minutes 
show, in an item headed “Future role of COMA” the Secretariat noted that:  
“the review was set up for two main reasons:    
 To consider the way COMA would work prior to and after the establishment of the 
FSA; 
 To consider the relationship of COMA to policy formation. Detailed comments to be 
sent to the Secretariat by 30 October” 
(179/CMA2/5/3, 22 October 1998, p. 3) 
 
The committee considered the role of the Working Groups and their relationship to 
policymaking:  
“Members discussed the relationship of the Working Group/Subgroups to the 
main committee. The Working Groups have a very specific remit within which 
they weigh the available evidence, produce a technical report, evaluate policy 
options and make recommendations for research. Working groups cannot be 
expected to go beyond that remit. It should be the responsibility of the main 
committee to identify the policy implications/options/recommendations based 
on the weight of evidence put into a broader framework e.g. considering issues 
of social relevance. A range of options can then be given to Ministers. The 
committee agreed that there were four main steps in the process of developing 
policy:  
 The Working Group consider the science; 
 COMA recommends a series of options; 
 Department of Health develop policy advice based on COMA’s 
scientific assessment; 
 Ministers decide on the appropriate policy. 
Each stage in the process needs to be more clearly defined.” 
 (179/CMA2/5/3, 22 October 1998, p. 5) 
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In addition, there were questions raised among the committee members about the role of the 
Chairman of COMA and whether this role should be taken by the Chief Medical Officer or 
whether CMO’s close relationship to the Department of Health compromised this position. 
 
The data show that in this case the concern over the ‘handling’ of the report and pre-briefing 
meetings with stakeholders led to press speculation about government recommendations. This 
in turn led to a media storm which put pressure on government ministers and policymakers to 
make decisions public. In addition, this, and discussions about proposals for new governance 
arrangements of COMA under the Food Standards Agency led to a review of COMA’s policy 
making processes.  
  
5.3.2 Process: Openness  
As is noted above, from 1997 onwards there was an increased commitment to openness and 
transparency by the incoming Labour government. This was tied to concerns around standards 
in public life and improvements in the communication of scientific advice. The COMA report and 
the ‘difficulties’ around its release late in 1997, had contributed to the desire for more open and 
transparent processes.  The data show that the Chief Medical Officer, at that time the chair of 
COMA, supported this:  
‘As you know I have thought about this particularly in relation to our specialist 
committees. Many of them already have membership of a non-scientific nature, and this 
has generally been extremely beneficial. I would however like to take it a stage further 
and have suggested that committees such as COMA might well be open to the public. 
This would send a very important signal that there was nothing to be hidden, and that 
the debates and discussion were valid and at times difficult. That scientific uncertainty 
was certainly there in the meeting itself and that people were able to express 
independent opinions on particular matters. I hope this might be reflected in some of the 
discussions around the paper.’ (248/MXO:53/3/5, 18 December 1997) 
 
COMA members agreed at the 68th COMA meeting that the committee “should move towards 
greater openness” and that meeting minutes would be made public, and that there should be a 
COMA website (179/CMA2/5/3, 22 October 1998, p. 2). However, they stopped short of 
complete transparency, deciding that:  
‘minutes should be written in a non-attributable manner in preparation for them being 
made publicly available in the future’ (179/CMA2/5/3, 22 October 1998, p. 2) 
 
Members also resisted the idea of completely open meetings. In a meeting attended by a 
Minister from MAFF who favoured open meetings, some members said that ‘people will play to 
the gallery and different decisions may be made because the meeting is open to the public’. 
Others felt that opening up meetings ‘would mean a greatly increased workload for the 
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Secretariat and this could result in reduced achievements because of the increased 
administrative load.’ Members were concerned that opening up meetings would lay the 
committee open to lobbying, for example from the food industry. In the end, members agreed 
that ‘moving to a more open way of working should occur gradually’ (179/CMA2/5/4, 27 April 
1998, p. 7). 
 
5.3.3 Process: Handling issues 
The data show particular awareness of media reporting, with concern over ‘handling issues’ as 
well as a sensitivity to the meat industry in terms of consulting with them (among others) before 
producing the report. Department of Health officials, when considering the ‘handling’ of the 
report recognized that the recommendation on meat consumption was ‘likely to be contentious’ 
(836/MOO/8/8/1/1,4 April 1997) and later, when the report was due to finally be published in 
March 1998 a memo from the Prime Minister’s office expresses concern that there should be no 
“anti-meat industry slant” when presenting the report (248/MXO:53/4/1, 13 February 1998). The 
press coverage of the release of the report in March 1998 is monitored (248/MXO:53/4/2, 11 
March 1998) for comments that are critical of government and there is evidence in the data of 
discussions among Department of Health officials about the ‘line to take’ when responding to 
journalists’ questions.  
 
The papers from the archive show that Ministers and Department of Health officials were well 
aware of press reports, especially after the first problematic release of the report in September 
1997. Ministers requested comments or clarification regarding media reports from officials in the 
Department of Health. For example, in a memo dated 10th November 1997 headed “Financial 
Times Monday 10 November 1997: Meaty Issues – COMA report on diet and cancer” an official 
in the Department of Health reports that “SofS’s [Secretary of State’s] office has requested a 
comment on the above article.” (248/MXO:53/2/26, 10 November 1997).  The data show 
Department of Health officials were contacted by the press office with requests for interviews, 
as shown in a memo dated 4th November 1997: 
‘Win Griffiths – Radio Interview 
1. Our advice, and that of DH Press Office, is that the Minister Win Griffiths should 
not proceed with this interview. The COMA report Nutritional Aspects of the 
Development of Cancer is not due for publication until November or December 1997.  
2. Below are one line answers to the questions posed.’  
(248/MXO:52/2/21, 4 November 1997) 
 
Department of Health officials were pressing for the report to be published as soon as possible 
after its original problematic release, to minimize further criticism of the process in the press. 
Care was taken by the Secretariat to secure both the Working Group and the main COMA 
committee’s agreement of the final wording of the report and this slowed down the process 
considerably. The publication of the report was further slowed by a delayed meeting to discuss 
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its publication between the Secretary of State for Health, the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Food, junior ministers from both departments as well as the Chief Medical Officer. This was 
delayed several times and was eventually held in February 1998 (248/MXO:53/3/26). By this 
time several press reports had been published questioning the report’s delay and suggesting 
either a cover up or a disagreement between government departments. These press reports 
added to tensions between departments and the pressure on the COMA secretariat to publish 
the report.  
 
However, Department officials made a recommendation in early December recommending that 
‘publication should take place in the week beginning 12 January 1998’  and that ‘an 
announcement of the publication is made through a press release issued by CMO with the 
possibility of CMO briefing some sympathetic journalists’ . They had decided against a pre-
Christmas publication to minimise negative media coverage:  
 
‘…it might also give the media the opportunity to be more mischievous in covering the 
story over the Christmas and New Year period when there is usually little for them to 
cover. There is also, of course, the question of whether the festive season is the right 
time to be sending out public health messages about the links between red and 
processed meat consumption and colorectal cancer, compounded by the recent 
announcement relating to beef on the bone.’ (248/MXO:53/3/1, 5 December 1997) 
 
In summary, the archive papers used in this analysis show that a high level of importance was 
attached to media reporting by civil servants and government politicians. High level concern 
over negative media coverage of the government’s impact on the British meat industry was 
apparent in the documents. Department officials were at pains to present unity between the 
government departments of Agriculture Fisheries and Food, and Health.  
  
5.4 Content 
Most of the documents in the sample detailed the process and context in which the policy and 
recommendations were made. There were fewer documents relating to the content of the policy. 
Those documents that did relate to content were concerned with debates and discussion among 
committee members and officials about the precise quantification of the amount of red and 
processed meat that should be referred to in the recommendation. This could have been due to 
the small number of meeting minutes of the Working Group in the dataset – these would 
perhaps have given details of the discussions among the Working Group which drafted the Diet 
and Cancer Report.  
 
COMA had undertaken some work to try to develop a scoring system to judge the scientific 
quality of research evidence and nutrition studies to introduce a more robust system of evidence 
assessment (Department of Health, 1998). This period of tightening of what was ‘good’ 
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evidence, led them to conclude that despite a large volume of literature on meat and cancer risk 
there were relatively few studies that scored highly on their scoring system. This raises 
questions about the quality of evidence available to the committee on which to base a set of 
policy recommendations. The lack of robust data is also perhaps one of the reasons why COMA 
meeting minutes and memos relating to the recommendation specifying the amount of red and 
processed meat the population should consume show so much discussion around this topic.  
 
Expressions of concern over the precise wording of the red and processed meat 
recommendation were more prevalent after the first publication of the report.  There were 
discussions at the Emergency COMA meeting of September 1997 relating to this point. Some 
members point out that ‘the mean would change in a mathematical sense as a result of the 
decrease in consumption at the upper end of the distribution.’ While others contend that ‘the 
reason for the recommendation that the mean intake should not change was that if intakes 
decreased overall consumers with low intakes might incur new health risks due to lowering their 
intakes.’  One member points out that ‘if there was a graded response then there is increased 
risk with increased intake.’  While another argues ‘that the available evidence was not 
conclusive.’ (179/CMA2/5/2, 24 September 1997, p. 6) 
 
The discussions continue at the following COMA meeting. One member says ‘if some 
consumers above the mean were reducing their intake and there was no change in 
consumption for those below the mean then the overall mean would fall.’  While another asks if 
the Working Group ‘were convinced that a reduction in red and processed meat would reduce 
the risk of colon cancer.’ A member of the Working Group responded that ‘it was impossible to 
be certain on the basis of the available data, but it was probable.’ (248/MXO:53/2/9, 21 October 
1997) 
 
The quantification of the amount of red and processed meat that people should eat caused 
unease among members of the Working Group, who, in a memo to the main COMA committee, 
complained that:  
 
‘…we have grave doubts about accepting the recommendations agreed on 24 
September by COMA, and made public by Mr Frank Dobson in his press release the 
following day…..we do not feel that the evidence reviewed by the Working Group can 
justify the recommendation that average consumption of red and processed meat 
should fall.’ (248/MXO:53/2/1, 21 October 1997) 
 
With tension and disagreement among COMA members, with some having threatened before 
the October 1997 meeting to resign (248/MXO:53/2/6, 29 September 1997), and with Working 
Group members unhappy over the level at which the red and processed meat recommendation 
should be set, the Chief Medical Officer and Department of Health officials were careful to make 
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sure they had the agreement of all COMA members and Working Group members before re-
publishing the report.  Further minutes and memos were circulated among the group to clarify 
this, for example: 
 
‘2. CMO is grateful for the work which has taken place on the draft and is broadly 
content. However, a revision is suggested for consideration in paragraphs (4) and (5) 
which is to insert the word “current” before “average” in the two underlined sections. 
These would then read:  
 (4) It is not recommended that adults with intakes below the current average, and 
(5) Adults with intakes of red and processed meats greater than the current average.’ 
(248/MXO:53/2/12, 24 October 1997) 
 
And this from a member of the Secretariat  
‘CMO says that it is absolutely essential that the amended version is recirculated to all 
COMA members once again. Given previous problems it is absolutely unthinkable not 
to take this step – process is all and we must be seen to have done all that is necessary 
to clear the final text with members.’ (248/MXO:53/2/28, 12 November 1997) 
 
This frustrated some civil servants as they were aware that this would delay the publication of 
the COMA report further. 
 
Another influence on the content of the COMA report was the World Cancer Research Fund’s 
report into Diet and Cancer which was also due to be published in 1997. Several COMA 
members were also contributing to this report and a memo from the dataset shows the Working 
Group were aware of it and were concerned about differences between the two reports:  
 
‘A major concern of the subgroup…was that the Report might be at odds with another 
expert Report nearing completion under the auspices of the World Cancer Research 
Fund (WCRF)…. Unfortunately, the Working Group had not had the opportunity to see 
their confidential drafts.’ (248/MXO:53/1/2, 11 September 1996) 
 
The COMA Secretariat made efforts to make sure WCRF recommendations and COMA 
recommendations aligned in order to minimize public confusion:  
 
‘We have now negotiated a process with WCRF, with the agreement of the Chairman, 
to ensure that we have a common understanding of each other’s process. 
Understandably both the WG and WCRF are not currently looking to negotiate 
conclusions, but rather to explore the potential for unhelpful apparent inconsistencies, 




While there are no details in the available documents giving further information of any meetings 
between COMA and the WCRF at this time, or of any inconsistencies identified by the Working 
Group or the Secretariat, a memo from the Chief Medical Officer following the initial publication 
of the COMA (1998) report and the WCRF (1997) report suggests a desire to distance COMA 
from the WCRF recommendations on red and processed meat, which advised limiting intake of 
red meat ‘If eaten at all, red meat to provide less than 10% total energy’ (WCRF, 1997, p.522).  
On 29th September 1997, four days after the WCRF report was published, The CMO 
recommended in a memo: 
 
‘b) now that we have seen the WCRF Report and the press comments (“meat used as a 
flavouring or a garnish”) we distance ourselves from that Report, 
c) the difference between the two Reports in relation to meat is highlighted, backed by 
science, rather than minimised’ (248/MXO:53/2/6, 29 September 1997) 
 
The heightened concern over the precise quantitation of the red and processed meat 
recommendation not only reflects the uncertainties in the evidence used by the committee and 
the Working Group but also the challenges associated with translating such evidence and 
COMA’s recommendations into public health advice. In the end, the recommendation on this 
area in the final published report was long, convoluted and difficult to interpret. This was 
perhaps as a result of having been redrafted by many authors many times:  
‘The Working Group recommend for adults that individuals’ consumption of red and 
processed meat should not rise; that higher consumers should consider a reduction and 
as a consequence of this the population average will fall. Adults with intakes of red and 
processed meats greater than the current average, especially those in the upper 
reaches of the distribution of intakes where the scientific data are more robust, might 
benefit from, and should consider, a reduction in intake. It is not recommended that 
adults with intakes below the current average, should reduce their intakes. The wider 
nutritional implications of any reduction should be assessed. As a guide to help identify 
where people’s patterns of consumption lie in the distribution of intakes, the current 
average consumption of red and processed meats in the UK is around 90g/day cooked 
weight (8-10 portions per week), and consumers in the upper reaches of the distribution 
of intakes about 140g/day cooked weight (12-14 portions per week). This latter figure 
represents one standard deviation above the mean. 15% of consumers eat more than 
this amount. These recommendations should be followed in the context of COMA’s 
wider recommendations for a balanced diet rich in cereals, fruits and vegetables.’ 
Department of Health (1998) p. 197.     
 
In the Preface to the report the Chief Medical Officer refers to the ‘uncertainties in the data’,  
and comments on the recommendations:  
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‘The recommendations are generally set in the context of the public health, and provide 
a challenge to health professionals, including health educators, as well as the 
professional and lay media, to translate them into meaningful advice for individuals.’ 
Department of Health (1998) p. iii 
 
Here the CMO clearly puts some responsibility for translating policy and recommendations with 
the media as well as with health educators. However other documents in the dataset show 
some frustration at the lack of clarity on this process on the part of other members of COMA 
and the Working Group on Diet and Cancer. In a memo to the main COMA committee in 
October 1997, shortly after the withdrawal of the first Diet and Cancer report, members of the 
Working Group expressed their frustration:  
 
‘9. This debacle has highlighted an urgent need to delineate the various processes that 
are involved in providing scientific advice to the Government via COMA, translating that 
advice into public health policy, and communicating that advice to the public. These 
different processes must be clearly separated one from another, and participants in 
each process should be kept informed of the activities of all the others. The failure to do 
this, and mistaking wishful thinking for sound scientific evidence, has led to the present 
highly unsatisfactory position.’ (248/MXO:53/2/1, 21 October 1997) 
 
This was returned to in a later COMA meeting: 
‘15. Members discussed the relationship of the Working Group/Subgroups to the main 
committee. The Working Groups have a very specific remit within which they weigh the 
available evidence, produce a technical report evaluate policy options and make 
recommendations for research. Working groups cannot be expected to go beyond that 
remit. It should be the responsibility of the main committee to identify the policy 
implications/options/recommendations based on the weight of evidence put into a 
broader framework e.g. considering issues of social relevance. A range of options can 
then be given to Ministers. The committee agreed that there were four main steps in the 
process of developing policy:  
 The Working Group consider the science; 
 COMA recommends a series of options; 
 Department of Health develop policy advice based on COMA’s scientific 
assessment; 
 Ministers decide on the appropriate policy. 
Each stage in the process needs to be more clearly defined.’  
(179/CMA2/5/3, 22 October 1998, p. 5) 
   
It is clear from these discussions that members of COMA were confused about their role in the 
process that they were following and felt a need for clarification. The data show little clarification 
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of their remit in terms of its relationship to the policymaking process. Were they being asked by 
government to provide scientific assessment of the evidence only, or also to provide policy 
options for ministers? In providing recommendations in the eventually published report the 
Committee were providing clear policy to government. Clearly, ministers could either accept or 
reject these recommendations but the Committee were providing them with a policy on red and 
processed meat consumption that the government eventually adopted.  
 
Further confusion is evident in the discussions around the ‘translation’ of COMA’s 
recommendations into advice for the public and who bears responsibility for communicating the 
recommendations. The data show that the Committee, including its Chair, the Chief Medical 
Officer, did not consider that the communication or translation of these recommendations was 
their responsibility, rather this should be the responsibility of health professionals and the 
‘professional and lay media’.   The data show that at Secretariat and Civil Service level, for 
example among the press team at the Department of Health, there was concern about how the 
recommendations were translated by the media and how they were communicated to the public. 
However, this does not appear to have led to proposals to include the communication of the 
recommendations in the deliberations of the Working Group or the main COMA committee.  
 
5.5 Actors 
Actor groups emerging from the data can be grouped into four categories: government, industry, 
NGOs, academics and media.  
Actor Description Sector 
COMA Committee on Medical Aspects of Food 
and Nutrition Policy 
Government 
DH officials  Department of Health officials, COMA 
Secretariat 
Government 
MAFF officials Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and 
Food officials 
Government  
Ministers (DH) Secretary of State, Ministers Government 
Ministers (MAFF) Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Food  
Government  
Number 10 Prime Minister, Press Secretary, Minister 
without Portfolio  
Government 
   
MLC Meat and Livestock Commission Industry 
NFU National Farmers Union Industry 
FDF Food and Drink Federation Industry 
BRC British Retail Consortium Industry 
NDC National Dairy Council Industry 
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Unilever Unilever Industry 
   
WCRF World Cancer Research Fund NGO 
NFA National Food Alliance NGO 
CA Consumers Association NGO 
NCC National Consumer Council  NGO 
   
Academics E.g.: from the Rowett Research Institute, 
University of Surrey, Nutrition Society, 
University of Dublin. 
Academia 
   





E.g.: BBC Radio 4, ITV Media 
Trade Press E.g.: Meat Trades Journal Media 
Table 5.3 Actor groups, first embedded unit of analysis, policy making period 1993-1998 
(source: author) 
 
The research found that in some cases these groups overlapped: for example, some members 
of COMA and the Working Group were also advisers to the World Cancer Research Fund; the 
Prime Minister’s Press Secretary and some of his communications staff at Number Ten had 
previously worked for national newspapers; The Meat and Livestock Commission, while an 
independent Non-Departmental public body had links to government through its sponsoring 
department, the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food. The research found evidence of 
alliances between these actors – for example: the COMA Diet and Cancer Working Group 
planned to consult with WCRF to compare findings as WCRF were preparing a similar report – 
some members contributed to both reports;  Department of Health officials considered briefing 
some “sympathetic journalists” prior to the publication of the COMA report; Department of 
Health officials sought to minimize ‘contentious’ issues around the red and processed meat 
recommendations by contacting industry bodies and NGOs ahead of the publication of the 
report.  
 
There is also evidence of tensions between and within actor groups. Within the government 
group of actors there were tensions between the COMA Diet and Cancer Working Group and 
the main COMA committee, with members of the Working Group complaining about the way 
their recommendations were presented.  Departmentalism was evident as Ministers from the 
Department of Health proposed moving COMA from the Department of Health to the newly 
proposed Food Standards Agency – a move COMA members resisted. There were tensions 
between COMA and the meat industry, with COMA members feeling the meat industry had 
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abused their trust in leaking information about the report. Government press officers strove to 
control and limit press coverage by turning down interviews with the press, planning ‘lines to 
take’ and planning the optimum time to publish the report. In addition, there was evidence of a 
change in the actor groups present in the policymaking process, with MAFF officials role on 
COMA being downgraded as it was reformed in preparation for a move to the Food Standards 
Agency.  
 
Industry groups, cancer charities and individual academics made submissions to the COMA 
Diet and Cancer Working Group following an open invitation. Further academics and academic 
institutions were invited by the Working Group to contribute either in writing or in person. Details 
of these submissions were not available as part of the dataset for the current research. Since 
COMA meetings and Working Group meetings were held behind closed doors with minutes not 
made publicly available, there is a lack of transparency and openness about the views of these 
groups or their contribution to the nutrition policy making process.  
 
While the media is clearly present in the data as an actor group its presence is largely limited to 
the latter stages of the policymaking process, once the report has already been written. The 
implication here is that the press can play little part in the formulation of policy. In addition, while 
COMA has a lay/consumer member, there is little evidence of consumer involvement or 
attempts at public engagement as part of the policy formulation or communication.  
 
5.6 Discussion 
The analysis of the data in this chapter has shown that policymaking in this case was conducted 
in the context of two successive governments struggling to contain and deal with a number of 
food safety crises along with a crisis in beef farming and dissatisfaction among rural 
communities.  This intensified after the election of the new Labour government in 1997 and as 
the COMA report and recommendations on red and processed meat were first released in 
September of that year.  At the same time, there was a growing recognition both in government 
and in public discourse (e.g. media features) of the links between diet and non-communicable 
diseases and this had also antagonized relationships between the meat industry and 
government.  Some of the anxiety appearing in the data over handling issues in relation to meat 
may be explained by an awareness on the part of the new Blair government of its reputation as 
part of a metropolitan elite, with little understanding of rural issues or rural life (BBC News, 
2005a). The Labour party had come to power on a manifesto which had promised a free vote in 
Parliament on whether hunting with hounds should be banned. This, along with concerns 
among landowners about government proposals to increase public access to the countryside 
(the so-called ‘right to roam’ legislation) had led to the formation of the Countryside Alliance in 
1997, an alliance of the British Field Sports Society, the Countryside Business Group and the 
Countryside movement (Anderson, 2006). The Countryside Alliance was formed to promote and 
defend the British countryside and rural life.  This was also linked to dissatisfaction within the 
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rural farming community over livelihood issues such as milk prices and the continuing British 
beef export ban which continued from March 1996 to July 1999.  
 
Another explanation for the high level of interest in media coverage of this issue in government 
was the New Labour Government’s interest in press and media handling, and in how 
government was portrayed. The data and this analysis of it supports research which suggests a 
preoccupation on the part of the Blair administration with media monitoring and media 
management. Documents suggest media coverage of this issue at this time was regularly 
monitored and had an influence on policymakers and policymaking timetables. This chimes with 
literature on government communication strategies and how they were operating at this time 
(Moloney, 2001; Franklin, 2004; McNair 2007; Schlesinger 2009; Sanders, 2013). In addition, 
the evidence which shows the involvement of special advisers putting pressure on civil servant 
communicators echoes research from Gregory (2012) and others. Some fierce critics of 
government communication under Tony Blair suggest this ‘spin’ damaged the perception of the 
government’s integrity and therefore public trust in government (Ingham, 2003; Jones, 2001 
cited in Sanders, 2008). The evidence in this case certainly suggests a desire on the part of 
government to manage media coverage, however it also suggests a desire to move towards 
more open and transparent government processes and there are obviously tensions arising 
from these conflicting approaches. There were moves to make the policymaking process more 
transparent and open it up to public scrutiny, for example by holding open meetings. However, 
the documents suggest that the media were generally mistrusted by government officials, who 
sought to manage them at a particular point in the policy making process rather than involve 
them or include them in the formulation of policy, public discussion and debate about food policy 
making.   
 
This nervousness may be explained by the context of food scares which framed this period of 
government. Reilly (2003) outlines a period of deep mistrust during the salmonella and BSE 
crises between the UK media and a UK civil service who felt pressured not to be open with 
them. Reilly (2003) quotes a Department of Health civil servant about the BSE crisis before 
1997:  
  
‘We learnt that we had to be ultra-careful about what people said. Word came from the top 
that care had to be taken in all aspects of the job. There was no way another fiasco was 
going to be allowed to happen’ (Reilly, 2003, p. 77) 
 
Lang (1997) identifies two waves of food scares in 1980s – first, on food’s impact on health 
(citing the 1983 NACNE, National Advisory Committee on Nutrition Education report scandal, in 
which the government were accused of covering up independent advice on nutrition – for more 
on this see Keane, 1997) second, on food contamination, adulteration, and safety (citing 
successive food safety scares including salmonella in eggs and listeria in paté).  The Oxford 
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English Dictionary defines ‘food scare’ as ‘An instance of widespread public anxiety about the 
food supply, especially concerning contamination or shortages’ with its origin in the late 19th 
century (Oxford Dictionaries, 2017), though some have claimed the term ‘food scare’ first 
appeared in the late 1980s (Fitzgerald and Campbell, 2001). While the term may not have 
originated in the 1980s, several authors have shown a marked rise in the number of food scares 
appearing in the media worldwide (Fitzgerald and Campbell, 2001; Mitchell and Greatorex, 
1990; Knowles et al., 2007) at this time. At the same time there was a growth in consumer or 
lifestyle journalism, which began to emerge in the 1950s and 60s alongside the concept of 
consumer culture. Hanusch, 2012, links this to the increased size of newspapers and an 
increased airtime on television (Cole, 2005) – both of which needed content to fill them.  While 
Hanusch (2012) argues that ‘lifestyle journalism’ is seen as soft journalism, as such is not taken 
as seriously as ‘serious’ journalism (such as news or political analysis) and does not fulfil the 
‘watchdog’ or public interest remit, there is an argument that that a strand of consumer 
journalism in the UK (including magazines like the London Food Commission’s Food Magazine 
http://www.foodcomm.org.uk/secure/Food_Magazine_37.pdf) exemplified a strand of British 
investigative consumer journalism in which journalists campaigned on behalf of the public to put 
wrongs right in the domestic sphere (see De Burgh, 2008 for further details).  
 
The burgeoning health pages in national newspapers and Health Editors to fill them reflects the 
rise of lifestyle journalism and an emphasis, also identified in food policy (Lang, 1997; 
Department of Health, 1998) on individual lifestyles, risk-focused public health and public health 
advocacy organisations to promote this cause (for examples see UK Department of Health and 
Social Services documents “Prevention and Health: Everybody’s Business” 1976 and 
Prevention and Health: Eating for Health 1978). This mirrors a rising emphasis on personal 
responsibility for health, which some have noted is likely to be less threatening for the growing 
food industry (Bufton and Berrridge, 2000) than regulation. The data in the current study also 
reflect this rising emphasis on personal responsibility for health and diet and individualism – and 
research which pinpoints a concurrent lack of political interest in regulatory solutions to diet 
related disease (Lawrence, 2004; Lupton 2004; Hilton et al., 2012). For example, given one of 
the recommendations of COMA was to reduce levels of red and processed meat consumption 
among high consumers, there is no evidence in the data of government addressing the role that 
the Department of Health or MAFF could play in scaling back meat production or even that this 
was considered as a policy option.  It is clear from the data that the government, at the highest 
level, were keen to protect the meat industry from criticism and from further damage. This 
shows a maintenance of the status quo post-war food policy landscape in which MAFF and the 
food production sector were particularly powerful at one level, despite the proposed introduction 
of the Food Standards Agency.   
 
But there is evidence of a change in the policymaking networks. Lang (1997) identifies a coming 
together of a ‘new generation’ of food activists, starting in the 1960s and 1970s but continuing in 
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the 1980s and 1990s with the London Food Commission building an alliance including Action 
and Information on Sugar, Coronary Prevention Group, Friends of the Earth, Vegetarian Society 
and the National Food Alliance. This is described in the literature as a strong, independent 
voluntary sector (Bufton and Berridge, 2000; Lang, 1997) and the data from the current study 
shows the beginnings of a potential new policy network emerging with the inclusion of the 
National Food Alliance (now Sustain) in the list of potential consultees considered by the COMA 
Secretariat when publishing the COMA report. This, along with the distancing of MAFF from 
food policymaking arenas such as COMA, supports research which identifies a greater 
involvement for consumer groups in food policy making during this period (Smith 1991; Lang, 
1997). However, civil society and consumer groups still play only a small role in the policy 
making process compared to other actors who come predominantly from government, 
academia or industry.  
 
There are signs, too, of attempts, from the change of administration in 1997, to make 
government more open and democratic as a response to BSE. The data show attempts to 
include the public in the democratic and policymaking process but in the period under 
consideration (1993-1998) this was not really achieved, with COMA members repeatedly 
kicking full openness and transparency into the long grass. There is no evidence of interest on 
the government’s part in using the media as a means of public debate, only in using them as a 
‘translator’ of government policy. The data showed that in this case the government had the 
most power in the agenda building process (Habermas, 1996) but the media played a part in the 
development of the policy. The government in this case pre-empted what they predicted would 
become a ‘contentious issue’ – the issue of red and processed meat consumption – and in 
attempting to manage the handling of the report, they inadvertently inflamed it. Of course, the 
government’s interaction with the media in this case did not occur in a vacuum and in this case 
it is useful to consult Baumgartner and Jones’s (2009) Punctuated Equilibrium theory, which 
sets agenda setting and the media’s role within a much bigger group of policy concepts (such 
as bounded rationality and policy monopolies). Looking at single issues they suggest that while 
most policies remain the same for long periods of time, they can suddenly undergo periods of 
change and the media may play a part in this. 
 
In general, the relationship between the media and government policy makers suggests that as 
Kingdon (2003) argues in this case the media caused policymakers ‘short-term annoyances’ 
and because of this were seen as a ‘risk’ or spectre by government (Reilly, 1997). As explained 
above, the data suggest a tension between government moves towards transparency and 
openness in food and nutrition policy making but a desire on its behalf to take more control over 
media coverage, leading to tensions in the relationship between media and government. In this 
case, the data suggests that this antagonistic relationship was inflamed by external actors (for 
example the meat industry and the WCRF) and a hot policy topic in the shape of red meat, the 




The analysis of the data relating to the Government recommendations on red and processed 
meat, published in 1998, shows that these recommendations were made in the context of 
repeated food scares linked to a crisis in farming, particularly beef farming in the UK.  
 
At the same time a growing interest by policy makers in non-communicable diseases, the 
‘diseases of affluence’ such as cancer and heart disease, was being reflected in the media by a 
greater proportion of ‘lifestyle’ and consumer journalism, including features devoted to food and 
drink, and diet and health. There was a tendency for these to focus on individual responsibility 
for health and fitness and for diet.  
 
The policymaking process in this case was influenced by a change in government, with the new 
government keen to distance itself from previous food crises with the creation of a new body, 
the Food Standards Agency. This began a process of trying to dismantle the once close links 
between policymakers responsible for food production and those responsible for diet and 
health, and a move towards more open and transparent policy making processes. Alongside 
this desire for openness and transparency was a move on the part of government to take more 
interest in managing media coverage. The new government had a heightened awareness of 
media coverage and media portrayal of government business. They sought to monitor and 
manage this from the highest level – this influenced the timetable of the policymaking process 
and the focus of those working on the recommendations. At the same time the tension caused 
by these two approaches – media management and control on the one hand and openness and 
transparency on the other – was evident in the data.  
 
Inherent uncertainties in the evidence on which recommendations were based caused tension 
among the actors involved in making these recommendations on red and processed meat. They 
struggled to quantify the precise amount of red and processed meat that it was safe to eat. This 
led to tensions between internal government policy makers and external actors who sought to 
influence the policymaking process, sometimes using the media to put their concerns in the 




Chapter 6: Research Findings, Research Question 1: Policy Analysis: 2001-2011 
6.1 Introduction 
This chapter lays out the research findings of the second part of the policy analysis undertaken 
to answer the first research question:  
 
RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 
consumption 1993-2011 
 
As noted in Chapter 4 (Methodology) the overall approach taken in this research is a case study 
in which there are two embedded units of analysis. These two units chart and compare two 
periods of policy development. The first is the period 1993-1998 during which time the 
government Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy (COMA) developed 
and produced a report, ‘Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer’ (Department of 
Health, 1998). The recommendations in this report led directly to the government 
recommendation that individuals’ consumption of red and processed meat should not rise, 
adding that higher consumers should consider a reduction – this policy development has 
already been considered in detail in Chapter 5.  
 
The second embedded unit of analysis concerns the period 2001-2011 during which time the 
UK government’s Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) again considered evidence 
on the links between red and processed meat consumption and bowel cancer as part of a 
substantial report into iron and health which was published in 2010. This Iron and Health report 
(SACN, 2011) covered a wide range of issues relating to iron – including iron deficiency and 
excess as well as the adequacy of iron nutrition in the UK population. As part of this review, 
recommendations on red and processed meat consumption were revised, leading to further 
government advice on this issue.  This chapter lays out the research findings of the policy 
analysis of this second period of policy development.  
 
As set out in the Chapter 4 (Methodology) the analysis was conducted using Walt and Gilson’s 
(1994) Health Policy Triangle (see figure 6.1) using documents from official sources relating to 
the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN) report on Iron and Health (Department of 








Figure 6.1 Walt and Gilson’s (1994) Health Policy Triangle (source: Walt and Gilson, 1994, 
p. 354) 
 
The documents fell into two categories:   
 
• Core documents (n=44): official documents from SACN.  These included 
agendas and minutes of the main SACN meetings, as well as minutes of the 
SACN Working Group on Iron, the draft version of the report, documents 
relating to the consultation process with stakeholders and the final version of 
the report. 
• Other government documents (n=10): other documents relevant to the report 
which were issued by government bodies and included Department of Health 
press releases, Food Standards Agency (FSA) documents and Hansard 
reports.  
 
These documents were in the main available from the SACN website and/or the relevant 
government agency websites. Those not available on the website were obtained from the SACN 
Secretariat.  
 
The documents were read and re-read, and subjected to analysis using the Health Policy 
Triangle (Walt and Gilson, 1994). The analysis focused on sections of the documents that 
referred to red and processed meat (for further details on the methodology see Chapter 4, 
section 4.5.3). Documents were coded according to the four categories of the Health Policy 
Triangle, (Context, Content, Process, Actors) similar codes in each category were clustered 
together to form themes. 
 
The findings are set out under headings taken from the Policy Analysis Triangle (Walt and 
Gilson, 1994) of context, process, content, and actors; under each heading themes emerged – 
where this is the case, these are presented as subheadings. While the findings are reported 
separately under these four main headings it is important to recognize that the four elements of 
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the Policy Triangle represent complex inter-relationships, connections, alliances, oppositions 
and contests (Walt and Gilson, 1994; Buse et al., 2005) and that there is some overlapping 
between the four elements due to this.  
 
6.2 Context 
This section sets out the context in which UK government recommendations on red and 
processed meat consumption of 2011 were formulated. The previous COMA (Department of 
Health, 1998) report is briefly revisited here as part of the analysis of the context in which the 
later recommendations were made.  
 
6.2.1 Context: COMA report 1998 
Prior to the left-of-centre Labour government being elected in the UK in 1997, responsibility for 
food and farming, including food safety, was held by MAFF (the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries 
and Food) while responsibility for nutrition was held by the Department of Health.  Advice on 
nutrition was given to the government by the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and 
Nutrition Policy (COMA) which had been set up in 1963 (SACN, 2001).  
 
In 1998, COMA published a report, Nutritional Aspects of the Development of Cancer 
(Department of Health, 1998) which led to controversy. The report had been first launched and 
printed in the autumn of 1997 but with reported disagreement both among members of the 
committee and between ministers at the Department of Health and the Ministry of Agriculture 
Fisheries and Food over the recommendation on red and processed meat (Laurance, 1997; 
Elliott, 1997) it was recalled days before it was due to be launched.  Copies of the report were 
pulped (House of Commons, Hansard, HC Deb 25 November 1997 vol. 301 cc517-9W) and the 
committee agreed to rework the recommendations on red and processed meat for publication at 
a later date. In the resulting press coverage as well as questions in the House of Commons 
(House of Commons, Hansard, HC Deb 06 November 1997 vol. 300 cc387-9 387) the meat 
recommendations overshadowed other recommendations on diet and cancer in the media 
(Laurance, 1997; Elliott, 1997).   
 
6.2.2 Context: New governance structures 
At the same time the crisis in farming and food safety caused by the cattle disease BSE (bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy) and the linked disease in humans vCJD (variant Creutzsfeld Jakob 
Disease) was continuing with the BSE Inquiry (also known as the Phillips Inquiry) being 
announced in Parliament on 22 December 1997 and set up on 12 January 1998 (BSE Inquiry, 
2000).  At the beginning of December 1997, the sale of British beef on the bone was banned 
and the government faced opposition from rural communities and groups representing them, to 
their plans to introduce a ban on fox hunting. In the wake of these farming and food safety 
crises the new Labour government were developing plans for a new Food Standards Agency, a 
non-ministerial departmental body, which would attempt to integrate food policies and put 
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responsibility for them at arm’s length from government interference (van Zwanenberg and 
Millstone, 2005). The Food Standards Agency (FSA) had been conceived by Professor Philip 
James in a report for Prime Minister Tony Blair (James, 1997) and would take responsibility for 
nutrition away from the Department of Health and off-farm food production and food safety away 
from MAFF, the Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (van Zwanenberg and Millstone, 
2005). In 2001 MAFF was replaced by a new ministry, the Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs (DEFRA).  
 
As part of these changes in governance, the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and 
Nutrition Policy (COMA) was disbanded in 2000 and was replaced by the new Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Nutrition (SACN), as noted in a press release dated 22 February 2001:  
 
‘The Committee's establishment follows the setting up of the Food Standards 
Agency and the consequent need to review existing arrangements for scientific 
advice on nutrition. The Committee will advise The Agency and Health 
Departments and will be supported by a joint secretariat from The Agency and 
the Department of Health.’ (SACN, 2001)  
 
In a marked change to the function of this advisory committee, unlike COMA, the Committee on 
Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy) SACN, as set out in the James report on the FSA 
(James, 1997) was not responsible for making nutrition policy, only for presenting scientific 
evidence and risk assessment. At the first SACN meeting (SACN 2001) the post-BSE, 
evidence-based context in which this new committee was operating was highlighted as the 
minutes show:  
 
‘The committee were informed that the findings of the Phillips Inquiry 
had highlighted a lack of public confidence in Government expert 
advisory committees. The importance of recognizing and 
communicating uncertainty in the scientific evidence was noted.’ (SACN, 
2001a)  
 
Among various Working Groups set up by the new committee was the SACN Working Group on 
Iron, which had its first meeting on the 8th March 2002 (SACN, 2002), ‘in order to assess the 
possible adverse nutritional implications of a reduction in red and processed meat intakes’ 
(SACN 2010, p. iii) due to the COMA recommendations of 1998.  The SACN Working Group on 
Iron took eight years to report their findings.  In the meantime, the World Cancer Research Fund 
(WCRF) bought out their second major report on diet and cancer prevention (WCRF, 2007), 
which advised limiting red meat consumption to 500g/week and avoiding processed meat 
altogether.  At the same time the British meat industry faced continuing problems, with an 
outbreak of Foot and Mouth Disease in 2001 and an ailing pig industry - despite UK pork and 
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processed pig meat consumption rising, the national pig herd decreased by 40% between 1999 
and 2007 (House of Commons, 2008).  
 
6.2.3 Context: New Government 
By the time SACN’s draft Iron and Health Report was sent out for consultation in June 2009, the 
Labour Government, which had been in power since 1997, was in the final year of its 
administration. The then leader of the opposition Conservative party, David Cameron outlined in 
a speech his plans to make cutbacks to government bodies known as quangos or quasi-
autonomous non-governmental organisations. This was dubbed a ‘bonfire of the quangos’ in the 
press (Wooding, 2009) who pointed the finger at costly, ‘bloated quangos’ The Food Standards 
Agency (Hall, 2009) and SACN (Watson, 2010).  After the May 2010 general election when a 
new coalition government was formed between the Conservative and Liberal Democrat parties, 
as predicted, the new government dismantled the Food Standards Agency, moving 
responsibility for some food labelling to the Department for the Environment Food and Rural 
Affairs in September 2010 and responsibility for nutrition policy, including SACN, back to the 
Department of Health in October 2010. This atmosphere of uncertainty about UK nutrition policy 
and the role and existence of SACN affected the policy making process as discussed below.  
 
6.3 Process 
This section lays out the findings in relation to the process of developing the UK government’s 
recommendation on red and processed meat consumption and bowel cancer. For the purposes 
of this research the process is defined as beginning with the commissioning of the SACN report 
on Iron and Health in 2001 and ending with the Department of Health’s recommendation on red 
and processed meat consumption in February 2011 (Department of Health, 2011). 
 
6.3.1 Process: Timetable 
As noted above the Iron and Health report took eight years to complete. The Chair of SACN, 
Professor Alan Jackson, acknowledged this in his preface to the report:  
 
‘Completion of this report has been a lengthy process and has taken longer than 
originally envisaged. In part, this is because work on the report (which commenced in 
2002) was suspended from 2006 due to other SACN priorities, but also because of the 
innate complexity of the topic.’ (SACN, 2010, p. iv) 
 
SACN were expecting the report to be finished much sooner; work had begun on a draft report 
early in 2004:  
 
‘Timetable 
43. Members were asked to send updated drafts to the Secretariat by the beginning of 
August….The aim will be to get a final draft of the Working Group’s report on Iron to the 
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main SACN committee by February 2004 before sending it for public consultation.’ 
(SACN, 2003)  
 
However, the minutes of the Working Group on Iron’s meetings show repeated delays to the 
completion of the draft report (SACN 2004; SACN 2005) and a long period of almost three years 
when the Working Group on Iron did not meet at all (SACN 2008). A draft report was finally 
presented to the main SACN committee in February 2009, after which it was put out for 
“scientific consultation” (on the 17th June 2009). A further and important delay came with the 
change of government in 2010. The intention had been for the FSA Board to discuss the 
report’s recommendations and then formally advise health ministers (SACN, 2009a).  However, 
with the change in government after the general election in May 2010 the report’s publication 
was delayed again ‘Due to the current uncertainty surrounding the future direction of Nutrition 
Policy associated with the change of Government’ (SACN, 2010a, p. 18).  
 
When the Iron Report was finally published on 25th February 2011, the Nutrition Division had 
been transferred from the Food Standards Agency to the Department of Heath along with 
SACN’s secretariat. The nutrition policy making process itself then also changed. SACN had 
been an Advisory Non-Departmental Public Body (ANDPB), as it transferred to the Department 
of Health it was no longer classified as a public body but as a Departmental Advisory Expert 
Committee. This was explained to members in October 2010 when they were told that SACN 
 
‘…therefore will not report directly to Ministers but to senior Department of Health 
officials. The Committee will retain its independence and its working relationship with 
the Devolved Administrations and its membership will continue to consist of 
independent experts appointed through open competition’ (SACN, 2010c) 
 
Under this process it is not clear from the available documentation what other considerations 
were taken into account when the Department of Health made their recommendations on red 
and processed meat on the 25th February 2011 (Department of Health, 2011). Clearly the senior 
Department of Health officials involved with SACN have a key role in communicating SACN’s 
recommendations, but it is not clear whether officials or Ministers from other departments (for 
example DEFRA, who may have been interested in a reduction in meat consumption) were 
consulted, or who was involved in drawing up the advice that is given to the public.  While 
SACN fell under the Food Standards Agency’s remit it was proposed that after the consultation 
process the FSA would discuss the report in their May 2010 Board meeting, which is held and 
webcast in public. However, as outlined above by the time the report was published, the 
Nutrition Division including the SACN Secretariat had been transferred from the Food Standards 
Agency back to the Department of Health, so no such public discussion took place.  
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The recommendations as laid out by the Department of Health follow the recommendations 
made by SACN in that they advise:  
 ‘people who eat a lot of red or processed meat – around 90g or more of cooked weight 
per day – are at greater risk of getting bowel cancer; 
 cutting down to the UK average of 70g a day can help reduce the risk; and  
 this can be achieved by eating smaller portions or by eating red and processed meat 
less often’ (Department of Health, 2011) 
 
The SACN Secretariat played a key role throughout the policymaking process, since members 
of the Secretariat (made up of FSA and/or Department of Health officials) attend all meetings 
and provide information, advice and briefing documents to the committee. This blurs the lines of 
responsibility and the relationship between SACN as an independent advisory body and the 
government Department of Health.  
 
6.3.2 Process: Transparency, openness and consultation. 
6.3.2.1 Committee Openness 
As well as consulting the evidence, it is a requirement under their code of practice (Code of 
Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees, 2011; Government Office for Science, 2011), that 
SACN and other government scientific advisory committees communicate with the public and 
other interested parties:  
 
 ‘Communication with the public  
95.SACs should have a policy for the communication of their outputs to 
the public and other interested parties and for receiving feedback. 
Possible mechanisms include the internet, open meetings, public 
consultation, dialogue with interested parties and the calling of outside 
experts to attend meetings.  
96.SACs should consider identifying interested parties and maintaining 
an open register of relevant stakeholders. They should consult on issues 
that generate widespread public concern or raise significant ethical 
questions. Particular attention should be paid to the communication of 
risk assessments. 
Open meetings  
97.Open Meetings allow transparency of committee activity, making it 
easier to maintain independence. Unless there is a specific sensitivity 
requiring ‘closed’ (unobserved) meeting then it is desirable to aim for 
openness. SACs should aim to hold open meetings when possible or at 
least provide some specific opportunities for direct public access.  
(Government Office for Science, 2011, pp.21/22) 
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At the first meeting of the SACN Working Group on Iron, Agenda Item 2 was a paper for 
discussion: ‘Openness of Committee Proceedings – Revised’ (SACN, 2002).  This made clear 
the Government’s then new policy on transparency and openness:  
 
‘4.1 In accordance with the Government policy on transparency in working procedures, 
SACN should operate from a presumption of openness. The proceedings should be as 
open as possible and should maintain high levels of transparency during routine 
business.’  
SACN (2002)  
 
This approach was in marked contrast to SACN’s predecessor COMA which had met behind 
closed doors and had not made the minutes of its meetings public (see further detail on p.122). 
However, while the Working Group agreed to publish meeting agendas and minutes in advance, 
they agreed to hold only one open meeting per year. In addition, the Group agreed that while 
the minutes should accurately reflect proceedings comments or views would be recorded on a 
non-attributable basis. The concerns raised by members about attributed comments were set 
out in the minutes of the first SACN meeting:  
 ‘the impartiality of discussions might be compromised 
 there is a danger that comments may be taken out of context 
 although members are independent, they also represent the interests of others 
in their field 
 quality of the advice may be compromised 
 individuals might be subject to excessive lobbying.’ (SACN, 2001a) 
 
Perhaps because of this attitude, the 12 meeting minutes of the Working Group on Iron are 
rather sparse and substantive discussions including the views of members are not reported in 
any detail. The issue of committee openness was discussed again during the 30th main SACN 
meeting in February 2010 (SACN, 2010b). Here some members sought to increase the 
openness of committee procedures: ‘some members considered that holding all deliberations in 
open session might help public understanding about the uncertainties around evidence on 
nutrition issues.’ However, other members were not convinced and members agreed that the 
status quo should be maintained for main meetings, so that main meetings were held in open 
session with items that were considered pre-consultation or included confidential information 
being held in closed session. Similarly, at this meeting some members argued that it could be 
beneficial for external observers to attend Working Group meetings, others thought that 
‘discussions could be constrained and that individual member’s opinions may be captured and 
used inappropriately.’ (SACN, 2010b, p. 9) and so it was agreed that the discussions of Working 
Groups should remain in closed session.  
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While the committee made a clear commitment to openness the practical application of this was 
resisted by committee members and full openness and transparency was rejected after several 
discussions over a number of years.  
 
6.3.2.2 Consultation 
The Code of Practice for scientific advisory committees (Government Office for Science, 2011) 
also permits public consultation, with some provisos:  
 
Public consultation  
98.Public consultations should accord with the Government’s Code of 
Practice on Consultation (see Annex D). Consultations will generally be  
designed to enable the SAC to reach a view on the advice it should 
offer, rather than the policy options to be offered to the sponsor 
department(s). Any consultation on policy options will generally be for 
the sponsoring department. A committee may however wish to advise 
government on where it thinks public consultation on policy might be 
necessary.  
99.Secretariats should ensure that relevant parties, including 
academics/ experts, centres of scientific excellence and learned 
societies are made aware of consultation exercises. Records should be 
kept of responses.’ (Government Office for Science, 2011, pp.21/22) 
 
In the case of the SACN report on Iron and Health (2010) a three-month process of consultation 
took place once a draft report had been published:  
 
‘The draft report was posted on the SACN website on 17 June 2009. 
Interested parties were invited to submit comments relating to the science 
of the report by 23 September 2009’ (SACN 2010, p. 208).  
 
The documents relating to the consultation (SACN 2009b) show that comments were received 
from 15 respondents. These were made up of 5 responses from government bodies, 4 from 
industry bodies, 3 from academics or academic institutions, 2 from NGOs and 1 from an 
individual (see table 6.1). However, it’s not clear how many were specifically invited to respond, 
how many responded via the press release or open call for consultation.   
 
Name Sector 
Committee on Carcinogenicity Govt body 
Committee on Toxicology Govt body 
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Safefood1 Govt body 
Scottish Food Advisory Committee Govt body 
Northern Ireland Food Advisory Committee Govt body 
ADHB on behalf of BPEX (representing pork 
industry) and EBLEX (representing the beef 
and lamb industry) 
Food industry 
Quality Meat Scotland (promotional and 
development body for Scotland’s red meat 
industry) 
Food industry 
Food and Drink Federation Food industry 
Health Food Manufacturers’ Association Food industry 
MRC Human Nutrition Research Academia 
McArdle, Professor Harry J, University of 
Aberdeen 
Academia 
Rushton, Dr H, University of Portsmouth Academia 
Vegetarian Society UK, Friends of the Earth, 
Sustain, the Food for Life Partnership 
NGO 
British Nutrition Foundation NGO 
Dean, Jennifer Individual 
Table 6.1 respondents to the SACN Iron and Health report consultation (source: author) 
 
This analysis of the responses to the consultation process (SACN, 2009b) shows that this 
process was dominated by government bodies (principally other advisory committees) and 
industry bodies. There were no responses from some groups who could be considered 
stakeholders, for example cancer charities such as WCRF or Cancer Research UK or Beating 
Bowel Cancer, indeed the NGO sector was not well represented with only two respondents, one 
of which was a single response from an alliance of food campaigning NGOs which carried less 
weight because it was a joint response.  It is possible that membership groups such as Sustain 
and the Food and Drink Federation may have consulted with their members so this process 
may reflect a broader consultation than indicated by the data.  This will be discussed further in 
the Actors section of the findings (see section 6.5 below).  
 
6.3.2.3 The press 
In 2009 at the 27th main SACN meeting a communications strategy was tabled, with an 
associated communications strategy paper. Issued to the committee as an appendix (SACN, 
2009c) the paper outlines an approach to disseminating SACN risk assessments and position 
statements in response to concerns raised by members at a lack of formal guidance in this 
                                                     
1 Safefood: an all Ireland body set up under the British-Irish agreement to promote food safety 
and nutrition issues in Ireland. 
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area.  According to this paper, at this time (2009) SACN publications and position statements 
were published on the SACN website and promoted as a News Story on the SACN homepage. 
Press releases for each report were issued as standard practice by the Department of Health 
and on an ad hoc basis by the FSA. There was little discussion in the paper about SACN’s 
approach to public engagement or public dialogue or how engagement with the media or the 
press should be handled. An accompanying interested parties/stakeholder list gives details of 
suggested organisations to notify of the publication of SACN reports. These are mainly FSA 
officials, Department of Health officials, other government departments, professional bodies, 
industry bodies, international organisations and academic bodies. NGOs are represented on the 
list but limited to The Consumers’ Association and The National Heart Forum (SACN, 2009c). 
 
In addition, a flow diagram was produced outlining the handling of SACN publications (see 
figure 6.2). The strategy paper and this diagram suggest that handling of SACN publications at 
this time was dependent on whether the publication was considered high profile or not. If a 
publication was considered high profile a press release would be prepared, if not, no press 
release would be sent out. There was little provision or discussion about public or press 
engagement with or dialogue about SACN recommendations or position statements. In general, 
the COMs strategy as outlined is very much focused on disseminating SACN publications and 
recommendations within an expert community of government officials, professional health, food 
industry and academic bodies and international organisations. Beyond emailing copies of 
reports to these interested stakeholders, posting reports on the SACN website and issuing a 
press release, little consideration is given in this document as to how to appropriately engage 
these stakeholders in SACN publications or activities. In addition, little attention is given to the 
consideration of public understanding, engagement or dialogue with SACN publications or 





Figure 6.2 Flow diagram for handling of SACN publications (source: SACN 2009c, p. 7) 
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Discussing this paper in the meeting (SACN, 2009d), SACN members requested further 
discussions on how SACN wished to handle reports and the committee agreed to hold further 
discussions on this issue at a later date, however, further discussions in available minutes on 
the SACN website were not found.  
 
According to the press release archive on the SACN website, a press release was made 
concerning the publication of the draft Iron and Health report and detailing the consultation 
process (SACN, 2009a). This document invites respondents to comment on the scientific 
content of the draft report only:  
 
‘The 14-week consultation will run until 23 September 2009 and respondents are asked 
to comment on the scientific content of the report only and not on the risk management 
aspects of the recommendations, as these are outside SACN’s remit.’ (SACN, 2009a).  
 
However, this press release outlines three key recommendations made by the report which 
clearly address risk management – for example the recommendation on red and processed 
meat:  
 
‘Lower consumption of red and processed meat would probably reduce the risk of 
colorectal cancer. Although the evidence is not conclusive, aa a precaution, it may be 
advisable for intakes of red and processed meat not to increase above the current 
average (70g/day) and for high consumers of red and processed meat (100g/day or 
more) to reduce their intakes’ (SACN, 2009a). 
 
SACN has a narrowly defined remit to independently evaluate scientific evidence in order to 
provide evidence-based risk assessment. However, in practice this research suggests that the 
structure of this report, which included consideration of the implications of the evidence on 
public health as well as their final recommendations to government, strayed into the territory of 
risk management and policy recommendations. These distinctions were further blurred by the 
consultation process which, as outlined above, invited responses to draft reports from 
stakeholder organisations such as industry and consumer bodies. These stakeholder responses 
are an important source of evidence when it came to SACN’s recommendations on red and 
processed meat as is discussed below.  
 
A further press release was issued about the SACN Iron and Health (2010) report. This came 
from the Department of Health and explicitly outlines the government recommendations on red 
and processed meat. As mentioned above, SACN’s communications strategy paper (SACN, 
2009c) dictates that press releases would be prepared and issued only for reports considered 
high profile. This may be the reason why the press release only discusses the 
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recommendations on red and processed meat, without mentioning the other aspects of SACN’s 
Iron and Health report.  In this way, the press release assumes media interest in this specific 
area of the report. The first two lines of the press release frame the news in a dramatic way:  
 ‘Red meat link to bowel cancer 
People who eat a lot of red and processed meat are being advised for the first time to 
consider cutting down to help reduce the risk of bowel cancer, the Department of Health 
announced today.’ (Department of Health, 2011) 
 
The assertion that this is the first time high consumers have been advised to cut down on red 
and processed meat is not strictly accurate given that the same recommendation was made 
after the COMA report in 1998. This sheen of novelty may have attracted journalists to this 
story. The press release includes quotes provided for journalists to use. The advice is said to 
come particularly from the Department of Health, not from a specific minister or Secretary of 
State. The Interim Chief Medical Officer is quoted who emphasizes the health benefits of red 
meat as part of a ‘heathy balanced diet’ while suggesting that ‘people who eat a lot of red and 
processed meat should consider cutting down.’ Also quoted in the press release are Mark 
Flannagan, the Chief Executive of the charity Beating Bowel Cancer and Peter Baker, the Chief 
Executive of Men’s Health Forum.  Their quotes in the press release give an independent 
endorsement to the government recommendation. However, their quotes are careful to include 
caveats (could, may, might) that suggest the uncertainty of the evidence in this case:  
‘The occasional steak or extra few slices of lamb is fine but regularly eating a lot could 
increase your risk of cancer’ 
‘The evidence suggests that a diet high in red and processed meat may increase your 
risk of developing bowel cancer’ 
‘Men who enjoy regular breakfast fry-ups or roast beef dinners will be surprised to learn 
that eating too much red or processed meat might increase their risk of cancer’ 
(Department of Health, 2011) 
 
The press release also contains ‘practical tips’ on cutting down on red and processed meat 
including cooked weight of red and processed meat items such as a rasher of grilled back 
bacon, a standard scotch egg, a pork pie or a doner kebab.  
 
The press release is very much framed in terms of what individuals might do to reduce their 
consumption of red meat rather than suggesting how government, industry or civil society might 
take action to reduce the amount of red and processed meat in the food chain.  In this way, the 
Department of Health places responsibility for health firmly with individuals.  
 
6.4 Content 
This section sets out the analysis of the policy development in terms of its content.  
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The Working Group on Iron faced two main challenges in formulating their recommendations in 
the area of red and processed meat. Firstly, the uncertainty of available scientific evidence. It 
was noted that the majority of studies may not have been large enough to detect a significant 
association; that there were methodological inconsistencies such as dietary assessment 
methods and inconsistencies in categorization of red and processed meat; they also found a 
variability in adjustments made for confounding factors in the studies for example genetic 
predisposition, fruit and vegetable intake and physical activity (SACN 2010, pp. 110 7.62-7.70).  
Secondly the limitations and insecurities in existing data on diet and meat consumption made it 
difficult for both SACN and the Department of Health to give a clear-cut recommendation to the 
public, as to how much red meat they should eat. The Working Group found the most recent 
National Diet and Nutrition Survey data of 2008/9 had a sample size that was too small, that diet 
was assessed by estimates of foods (SACN, 2010,  p. 142, note 80). They looked at the NDNS 
data from 2000/1, which was also problematic, because here ‘composite meat dishes (eg 
lasagna, pies), which also contain non-meat components, are reported as total amount of meat 
consumed, resulting in an overestimation of meat consumption.’ (SACN, 2010, p. 143).  In light 
of this, the Working Group commissioned a remodeling exercise disaggregating composite 
dishes, and found that the estimate of average red meat consumption (upon which COMA’s 
1998 recommendations were made) was an overestimate by about 20g and was revised down 
by SACN from 90g to 70g per day, the level at which they set their recommendation. They 
concluded that it was ‘not possible to quantify the amount of red and processed meat that may 
be associated with increased colorectal cancer risk.’ (SACN 2010, pp. 162-3). The intention of 
the committee may be to reduce high level consumption at population level down to the average 
of 70g a day, however in practical terms this is quite a complex and confusing message and 
may be difficult for consumers to manage.  
 
Attempts were made by the Working Group on Iron to systematize their review of scientific 
evidence and evaluate existing literature in a robust way (see reference to a Framework for 
Evaluation of Evidence that Relates Food and Nutrition to Health, SACN 2002a, pp8-9). 
However, the uncertainty of the evidence and the data in this case allowed actors in the 
consultation process (see Table 6.1) to make claims and contest the recommendations in 
accordance with their own interests and views.  Considering the actions agreed by the SACN 
Working Group on Iron in response to comments from respondents to the consultation process 
(SACN 2009b) several findings emerge: As mentioned above a consortium of food campaigning 
NGOs responded as one, with a short and general overall endorsement of the report which 
particularly welcomed the advice to restrict consumption of red and processed meat.  This 
single relatively brief response meant these four organisations played little part in the process of 
consultation. It is not surprising that BPEX/EBLEX (the British Pork Executive and the British 
Beef and Lamb Executive) along with QMS (Quality Meat Scotland) who represent the meat 
industry were vocal on the issue of red and processed meat and cancer. They seek to 
undermine the evidence base used for the report (SACN, 2009b, p. 9, p. 15) and argue with the 
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terms of the modelling exercise undertaken (p. 12). On these counts the Working Group are firm 
in resisting their complaints. In common with other respondents, food industry respondents 
(including meat industry respondents) stress a lack of a causal link in the evidence on red and 
processed meat and bowel cancer. This results in further language of uncertainty being 
introduced into the report (SACN, 2009b, p. 3, p. 15). Importantly, respondents’ comments on 
the Recommendations section of the report resulted in a major re-working of the 
recommendations including the recommendation on red and processed meat, which resulted in 
the Working Group agreeing to caveats including uncertainty on linear dose response as well as 
uncertainty on the impact of a reduction in red and processed meat on iron status (SACN, 
2009b, pp. 15,16).  
 
6.5 Actors 
From the data, key actor groups emerge that can be grouped into three categories: government, 
industry and civil society (see Table 6.2) 
Actor Description Sector 
SACN Scientific Advisory Committee on 
Nutrition 
Government body 
COC Committee on Carcinogenicity Government body 
FSA Food Standards Agency Government body 
NIFAC Northern Ireland Food Advisory 
Committee  
Government body 
SFAC Scottish Food Advisory Committee Government body 
   
DH officials Department of Health officials Civil service 
Ministers Ministers of Health Politician 
   
BPEX/EBLEX British Pig Executive & English Beef and 
Lamb Executive 
Industry 
QMS Quality Meat Scotland  Industry 
FDF Food and Drink Federation Industry 
   
WCRF World Cancer Research Fund NGO 
BNF British Nutrition Foundation NGO 
Table 6.2 Key actor groups in categories (source: author) 
The research found that key actor groups overlap in some cases, for example BPEX/EBLEX in 
principal represents the British meat industry but the Scottish industry body Quality Meat 
Scotland were also represented, along with an overarching food industry body the Food and 
Drink Federation. The NGO the British Nutrition Foundation is partly funded by donations from 
the food industry (BNF, 2015) and so has some overlap with the Food and Drink Federation. 
BPEX and EBLEX are part of a wider organization called the Agriculture and Horticulture 
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Development Body which is funded by a levy set by government and paid by farmers, growers 
and others in the food supply chain. The AHDB is itself a Non-Departmental Public Body which 
although at arms-length from Ministers, report to a sponsoring department, in this case DEFRA, 
so has links to government.  
 
Some actors were clearly present in the nutrition policy making process without apparently 
being present at meetings or taking part in the consultation process – for example research 
funded by cancer research charities e.g. Cancer Research UK or the World Cancer Research 
Fund played a role in the evidence considered but these groups did not take part in the 
consultation process. In addition, it is not clear from available documents which ministers were 
involved in making the final recommendations from the Department of Health or the political 
considerations taken into account when making these recommendations. Another ‘hidden actor’ 
is the press. The media were clearly considered in the policy making process as a press release 
was prepared and issued (Department of Health, 2011) and the media were briefly considered 
as part of a communications strategy. However, this formal involvement was limited to the final 
stage of the policymaking process, the implication being that the press or the media play no role 
in the more formative stages of the report or its development.   
 
Some actors were absent from the policymaking process. Although SACN includes a lay 
representative on its main committee as well as a Consumer Expert member, and a process of 
public consultation was undertaken, there was little evident involvement in the data with 
representatives of the public or from consumer groups.  
 
6.6 Discussion 
A fundamental division in UK food policy is the separation of those parts of government that 
make food production policy and those parts which control nutrition policy (Barling et al., 2002; 
Lang et al., 2001). In addition, key corporate players in the food production system have 
become important in the market economy and so have been included into government 
consultations of food regulation (Flynn and Marsden, 1992; Panjwani and Caraher, 2014) 
leading to concern about the marginalization of public health nutrition in public policy (Hastings, 
2012; Rayner and Lang, 2012).  Some (Lang et al., 2001; Flynn and Marsden, 1992; Rayner 
and Lang, 2012) suggest that this dominant ‘productionist paradigm’ has failed to address 
pressing concerns about sustainability in the food chain and mounting public health issues such 
as obesity, cancer and cardiovascular disease (Rayner and Lang, 2012).  
 
The recommendations on red and processed meat consumption that were examined in this 
chapter were found to have been prepared in the context of a long period of crisis in the UK 
meat industry which was linked to shifting governance of food safety and nutrition policy in the 
UK.  There was evidence of tension between production and public health in the documents 
examined, when friction between health and food production was at a peak. In addition, policy 
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making within silos allowed narrow consultation with interested parties to take priority. Previous 
research shows that steps have been taken to address the lack of integration and joined-up 
policy in the UK (van Zwanenberg and Millstone, 2005) but these are hampered by the bounded 
remits or persistent silo mentalities within departments (Barling et al., 2002) as well as repeated 
reorganization in the wake of changing administrations (van Zwanenberg and Millstone, 2005; 
Jones et al., 2010). This latter point is supported by this research which shows the destabilizing 
effect reorganization in the wake of changing administration can have on the food policy making 
process. The analysis showed that the SACN committee was initially set up as part of a move to 
shift responsibility for nutrition and food safety away from central government to an arms-length 
organization: the Food Standards Agency in 2000.  SACN was moved back to the Department 
of Health in 2010 and this had an impact on the policy-making process, it could be argued that 
this both slowed the progress of recommendations and changed the way in which eventual 
policy recommendations were made.  Overall this research has shown that policy around meat 
consumption in the UK continues to be a ‘hot policy topic’ (Lang et al., 2009) with the cultural 
and economic place of red meat still impacting on the debate. 
 
SACN maintains that its remit is risk assessment rather than risk management, however their 
commitment to providing recommendations in this report, in particular clear recommendations 
on levels of public consumption of red and processed meat (SACN, 2010), which were then 
adopted by the government is at odds with this. This has been noted by others in the 
examination of SACN’s work (Timotijevic et al., 2013, p. 85), who argue that ‘the risk 
management and communication elements of the issue are inextricably linked with the 
science/risk assessment as they provide context and bound science to political realities’. These 
authors also note the inherent contradiction in an ‘independent’ advisory committee using 
consultation with industry, NGOs and members of the public to inform their reporting 
(Timotijevic et al., 2013).  This research found that the public consultation process (with 
contributions from industry bodies, other government bodies and civil society organisations) had 
an impact on the recommendations made by SACN and this could call into question the 
impartiality and independence of the committee. The efforts made by meat industry bodies to 
influence the recommendations made by SACN during the consultation process echo the 
findings of McCambridge et al. (2013) and Moodie et al. (2013) who showed how the alcohol 
and food industry have used evidence in submissions to government to influence policy. While 
these authors argue the potential for corporations with vested interests to ‘interfere with the 
evaluation of scientific evidence by policymakers’ (McCambridge et al., 2013, p. 2) should be 
restricted, others point out that a process of open consultation with stakeholders is recognised 
by most countries as an important part of setting nutritional recommendations and policy (Irwin 
and Michael, 2003; Timotijevic et al. 2010). Timotijevic et al. argue that stakeholder and 
consumer involvement may contribute in several ways: they can scrutinize frameworks for 
debate and widen the range of knowledge used to inform decision making. They can also 
increase the credibility of decisions and help maintain public trust. They praise SACN for their 
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inclusion of a lay representative on the committee as well as their commitment to public 
consultation which they have found lacking in nutrition advisory committees in other countries. 
However, they find a wider inclusion of public engagement with the process is lacking. This 
research has supported their findings in that although SACN does include a consumer 
representative and a lay member, there was a lack of open public fora during the formulation of 
the recommendations and general public involvement in the stakeholder consultation exercise 
was also lacking. Timotijevic et al. (2010) further argue that stakeholder and consumer 
involvement in policy recommendation and formulation can help achieve a greater link between 
micronutrient recommendations and behaviour change. The opposing views from the literature 
and the findings of this research raise important questions about the extent to which public and 
stakeholder engagement should form part of the process of formulating nutritional guidelines.  
 
Key actors in this area are government communication departments and the mass media.  As 
outlined in Chapter 2 (Literature Review, section 2.3.5.1) the literature reveals two paradoxes 
inherent in political communication in a representative democratic system such as that which 
operates in the UK (Gaber, 2007). Firstly, government departments have press officers whose 
job it is to promote and publicise government policies. However, they also have a duty to remain 
impartial and not subject to party political influence. Secondly, representative democracies 
require a model of ‘informed consent’ in order to operate – however the public need to be 
informed about both government and opposition policies and clearly the government have a 
vested interest in promoting their own policies over those of the opposition in order to keep 
themselves in power. Gaber (2007) sees two problems with the ‘informed consent’ model. 1: 
The media, as a so-called ‘fourth estate’, sees itself as a watchdog, with one role being to hold 
government to account. Government communications teams, particularly in health and science 
communication, have tended to view themselves as transmitters of information in a one-way 
linear model of communication which has been described by many as a ‘deficit model’.  
Furthermore, this ‘informed consent’ model assumes that the public not only absorb but also 
trust the information they are receiving. However, we know from the literature that nutrition 
advice provided in the media is little trusted by readers (Lupton and Chapman, 1995; Regan et 
al., 2014) and this top-down model of health communication tends to disproportionately place 
responsibility with the individual, creating ‘biological citizens’ (Greenhough, 2010) who are 
required to engage in a lonely life of ‘endless self-improvement’ (Dixon, 2009). This perception 
could be avoided and perhaps greater links between nutritional advice and behaviour change 
could be achieved with better attempts to include consumers or the public in the formulation of 
dietary advice. This may be achievable with greater use of social media. 
 
In common with the work of Jasanoff (1997) this research found that there was little evidence of 
dissent or debate during the deliberations of the SACN Working Group on Iron. This was 
despite a commitment to openness and transparency by the committee under both the Code of 
Practice for Scientific Advisory Committees and the SACN Working Group on Iron’s own 
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guidelines. Jasanoff (1997) appears to conclude that a lack of evidence of dissent equates to a 
consensual approach by the committee. However, it could be argued that this does not 
necessarily mean dissent or debate was absent during these meetings, rather that in this case 
dissent was not recorded in the minutes of those meetings. Unlike Food Standards Agency 
board meetings, neither SACN meetings nor the meetings of SACN working groups are video 
recorded and posted online so the full deliberations around nutrition policy or recommendations 
are not available on public record. This raises questions about the committee’s commitment to 
transparency – it could be argued that they are not following their own guidelines when they say 
SACN meetings should be ‘as open as possible’ (SACN, 2002). Similarly, the process by which 
the Department of Health formulated their recommendations to the public is not clear from the 
available government documents, therefore it is not clear what other considerations were taken 
into account when formulating national dietary guidelines on this issue. As outlined in the 
introduction to this paper, research suggests that policymaking is often a complex process and 
not based on evidence alone but a web of negotiation (Smith, 2000; Miller, 1999; Berridge and 
Stanton 1999) but without transparency in the nutrition policy making process it is not possible 
to understand the complex negotiations that have taken place and the actors involved. Public 
trust in nutritional recommendations may increase if transparency and openness in the process 
were increased.  
 
6.7 Summary 
The findings outlined in this chapter found that insecurities in red and processed meat 
consumption data as well as uncertainties in the scientific evidence around its link to colorectal 
cancer have made solid recommendations by the UK government difficult.  Policy choices have 
therefore been contested between actors, with stakeholders able to make representations 
according to their own interests. There was a clear ‘framing contest’ underway during the 
consultation process between actors trying to portray or describe red meat as a more or less 
healthy food.  The nutrition policy making process is nominally transparent in that minutes of 
meetings are published but these are sparse and include little record of discussion or debate. In 
addition, influential actors such as the media, internal government officials and ministers are not 
apparent in the available policy documents and this lack of transparency makes it difficult to fully 
understand the policymaking process. The development of national nutritional guidelines has 
taken place in the context of uncertainty about the role of scientific advice within government, 
linked to multiple crises in the British meat industry – these crises and the place of red meat in 
British culture have led to red meat being seen as a ‘hot’ policy issue and this is borne out by 
this research. There is little evidence of the public voice in the policy making process. This is 
despite the presence of a lay representative on the SACN main committee and the Working 
Group on Iron.  The eventual recommendations to consumers are complex and difficult to 
implement. The literature suggests that further public involvement with policymaking could play 
a role in helping to formulate practical nutritional guidelines for the public.  
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Chapter 7: Research Findings 3: Content analysis  
7.1 Introduction 
 
As noted in Chapter 4 (Methodology), the research was designed in three phases in order to 
address the three research questions: 
 
RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 
consumption 1993-2012 
 
RQ2:    How do UK newspapers report this issue? 
Method:  Content analysis of UK newspaper reporting of consumption of red and 
processed meat and its relationship to the development of bowel cancer, 1993-
2012  
 
RQ3:    What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy? 
Method:  Semi-structured interviews with key actors identified from stages 1 and 2, 
including interviewees from three key groups: stakeholders, media 
professionals and policy makers. These interviews will explore in detail the 
findings from the first two stages, investigating the motivations, feelings and 
views of the interviewees.   
 
 
This chapter lays out the research findings of the quantitative and qualitative Content Analysis 
conducted on UK national newspapers, 1993-2012 to address the second research question 
above. The methods used are briefly presented below (full methodology can be found in 
Chapter 4, section 4.6) then the results of the analysis are presented in two parts: first the 
trends in reporting are described. These were quantitatively analysed and are presented using 
descriptive statistics and basic unweighted cross tabulations.  Then a qualitative analysis of the 
texts is presented. These were coded according to themes arising from the data, similar codes 
were clustered together to form categories and these were then analysed thematically.  
 
The eleven UK national newspapers and their Sunday counterparts that made up the sample 
were in this case as defined by the newspaper database Nexis (Daily Mail and Mail on Sunday, 
The Mirror and The Sunday Mirror, The Times and Sunday Times (London), The Sun and the 
News of the World (England), The Guardian and The Observer, The Express and The Sunday 
Express, The Daily Telegraph and The Sunday Telegraph (London), The Independent and the 
Independent on Sunday (London), Financial Times (London), i - Independent Print Ltd, The 
People, Daily Star, Morning Star between 01/01/1993 and 01/01/2012. It is important to note 
that newspaper databases such as Nexis give an indication of coverage but do not provide 
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exhaustive records of media coverage and this should be taken into account. 
 
The search terms were ‘“red meat” OR “processed meat” AND cancer AND bowel OR colorectal 
OR colon OR rectal’ within the period 01/01/1993-01/01/2012. The search returned articles with 
mentions of the search term anywhere in the text. This search returned 747 results.  These 
were scanned to identify duplicates and letters. In the event of repeated articles, the latest 
edition only was used. In the event of regional editions these were included, unless they were 
repeat articles in which case the English edition was used. Letters were excluded. 
 
After duplicate articles (n=143), letters (n=10) and online articles (n=16) were removed, 578 
articles remained. A ten per cent portion of these (n=59) were used as a pilot study. These were 
not randomly chosen articles but a block from the middle of the sample in order to test the 
content analysis methodology and the ability to track trends in coverage. The date range for the 
pilot study was April 09 2005 to February 01 2006 (n=59).  
 
These 59 articles were read through several times for relevance. Inclusion criteria were that the 
article had to include at least 2 (two) separate mentions of a link between red and/or processed 
meat and bowel cancer. Twenty-nine articles were removed as they did not include at least 2 
mentions of the links between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer (n=30). These 30 
articles formed the sample for the pilot study. During the pilot study a test of intercoder reliability 
was performed to check the reliability of the inclusion criteria.  The test returned 100% 
agreement.  
 
Both the manifest (explicit) and the latent (implicit) content of the texts (Altheide, 2002; 
Neuendorf, 2002; Hilton et al., 2010) were analysed in the pilot study. In this case, the manifest 
content was defined as identifying information about the newspaper articles, for example the 
date of publication, the title of the newspaper they appeared in, the length in words and the 
author. Articles within the pilot study with two or more mentions of the link between red and/or 
processed meat and bowel cancer (n=30) were analysed for their manifest data to identify 
trends in reporting. The manifest data from the articles (title, author, date, publication, length 
etc) were exported into an excel file using an automated process which was developed to 
minimise input from the researcher and therefore minimise bias or error (see Appendix 7). By 
using this system manifest data from the articles was extracted and entered into a table (see 
Table 7.1). Using the pivot table function in Excel, trends in the reporting were charted based on 
the data for example average length of article, number of articles published in each newspaper, 





























The process used for the pilot study was then repeated for the full sample. The full sample 
(n=578) of articles were read through several times for relevance. Using the list of numbered 
article titles provided by Nexis, each article was coded according to a colour coding guide to 
track included and excluded articles (duplicates were highlighted in grey, letters in blue, those 
containing no mentions of the link between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer were 
highlighted in yellow and those which contained one mention of the link between red and/or 
processed meat and bowel cancer were highlighted in green (n=200), articles which contained 
two or more mentions of the link between red and/or processed meat and bowel cancer were 
not highlighted (n=157). These 157 articles formed the main data source for analysis. The 
manifest or explicit data (headline, date, publication title, section, page number, word count, 
author, author designation) from these 157 articles was then entered into a spreadsheet and 
trends in reporting were analysed quantitatively using basic unweighted pivot tables. These are 
presented below.   
 
7.2 Manifest Data – Trends in Reporting 
7.2.1 Volume of coverage over time 
There were no articles in the sample in the years 1993, 1994 or 1995, or for the years 2002 and 
2003. As can be seen in chart 7.1. there were peaks and troughs in coverage.  
 
 
Chart 7.1 Number of articles over time (source: author, see Appendix 8 for source data) 
 
There were no more than 26 articles in any one year of publication. 
 
These clusters of peaks in reporting can be linked to a particular ‘triggering event’. For example, 
the first peak in reporting occurs in 1997. Of the 21 articles published in 1997, 18 (86%) were 
published in September or October, coinciding with the original publication date of the COMA 
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There were few articles between 1999 and 2005, when numbers of articles start to increase in 
volume and frequency. Of the 19 articles published in 2005, 13 (68%) of them were published in 
May or June, coinciding with the publication of a report of the European Prospective 
Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition. Similarly, of the 26 articles published in 2007, 21 (81%) 
of them appeared in November and December when the World Cancer Research Fund 
published its latest report and advocated a reduction in consumption of red meat and the 
avoidance of processed meat altogether (WCRF, 2007). The final peak in reporting in 2011 
coincides with the publication of the SACN report on Iron and Health (SACN, 2010) which led to 
the government’s recommendation on red and processed meat consumption.   
 
Most of the articles in the sample are classified as news articles (n=75, 47.8%) with fewer in 
other categories for example features (n=27, 17.1%) health (n=8, 5.1%) comment (n=4, 2.5%). 
39 articles (24.9%) were not classified under any section. 5.7% (n=9) of the 157 articles in the 
sample appeared on the front page, although 37 (23.6%) were not allocated a page number by 
Nexis.  
 
7.2.2 Articles by title of publication 
The Daily Mail or Mail on Sunday published the most articles in the sample (n=31, 19.7%) 
followed by the Guardian/Observer (n=23, 14.7%) the Mirror/Sunday Mirror (n=18, 11.5%) and 
the Daily/Sunday Telegraph (n=15, 9.6%) (see chart 7.2).  
 
 




Some publications published articles consistently over the sample period, whereas others did 
not cover the story until later in the period, for example The Sun and The Express did not have 
any articles in the sample until 2005 and the Daily/Sunday Telegraph until 2001, or only had 
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articles at the beginning of the sample period, for example the Financial Times. 
 
There were a similar proportion of articles by tabloid newspapers (n=81, 51.6%) and broadsheet 
newspapers (n=76, 48.4%) with tabloids publishing slightly more articles. However, as chart 7.3 
shows the broadsheet newspapers published more articles in the earlier period, while the 
tabloids published more in the later period.  
 
Chart 7.3 Number of articles by tabloid / broadsheet (source: author, see Appendix 8 for 
source data) 
 
7.2.3 Key Journalists 
The majority of the articles in the sample were written by different journalists (n=85, 54.1%), 
with 27 (17.2%) articles carrying no byline (the name and sometimes the job title of the 
journalist who wrote the article). Twenty journalists wrote more than one article in the sample, 
with 4 key journalists writing 5 or 6 times on this subject, a total of 22 articles (14%). These 4 
key journalists were specialists in their fields, designated as either Health or Medical 
Correspondent or Health Editor. Their work appeared in 4 different newspapers, The Times, 
The Daily Mail, The Guardian and the Express.  Articles in the sample often announced reports, 
research or government policies before they had been officially announced. For example, both 
the COMA report of 1997/8 (Department of Health 1998) and the SACN report Iron and Health 
(SACN, 2010) were reported pre-publication by weekend newspapers (the Daily Mail 
(Saturday), 13/09/1997 and The Sunday Telegraph, 20/02/2011, the Sunday Mirror, 
20/02/2011). 42 articles (26.8%) were written by journalists with a designated position. Apart 
from one article written by a Consumer Affairs Correspondent, these were all written by health, 
medical or science reporters, correspondents or editors (see table 7.2) 
 
Reporter designation Number of 
articles 












1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011
Number of articles by tabloid/broadsheet
Broadsheet Tabloid
 157 
Health Reporter 1 
Health and Science Editor 1 
Health correspondent 11 
Health Editor 12 
Medical Correspondent 8 
Medical Editor 4 
Science correspondent 1 
Science Editor 2 
Science Reporter 1 
(blank) 115 
Grand Total 157 
 
Table 7.2 Number of articles by journalist’s job title (source: author, see Appendix 8 for 
source data) 
 
There were a number of articles (n=14, 8.9%) written by health experts or columnists for 
example Dr. Thomas Stuttaford, Dr. Vernon Coleman, Dr. Miriam Stoppard, nutritionists Jane 
Clarke and Amanda Ursell, Dr. John Briffa, Dr. Ellie Cannon, Professor Karol Sikora, Dr. James 
Le Fanu and one author designated ‘top GP’ Dr. Martin Scurr. This shows a trend in the 
reporting for health or science correspondents to cover this story, or for guest medical 
columnists to comment on the issue.  
 
7.3 Latent Data 
All 157 articles in the sample were re-read several times to identify the ‘latent’ or implicit content 
such as themes or frames. These emerged from the coding process and were qualitatively 
analyzed (Altheide and Schneider, 2013; Saldana, 2013). Initial codes were noted using the 
track changes facility in Word, in which each comment, or in this case code, has a unique 
numerical identifier. The codes in the track changes ‘markup’ pane of the document were then 
imported into Excel. Similar codes were clustered together to form categories, while redundant 
codes were removed. These categories were then further organised into themes. The main 
themes arising from the coding process are presented below. Articles are cited by surname of 
the author, followed by the newspaper it appeared in and the date on which it appeared. These 
are not cited in the references, but the full list of articles can be seen in the source data at 




7.3.1 Major Themes  
7.3.1.1 Triggering Events 
There were no articles in the sample before 1996, despite an association between red and 
processed meat and bowel cancer first being reported in 1990 (Willett et al., 1990). As noted 
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above coverage coincides with ‘triggering events’.  Chart 7.1 shows the first ‘triggering event’ 
occurs in 1997 corresponding to the publication of the COMA report ‘Nutritional Aspects of the 
Development of Cancer’ (Department of Health, 1998).  There is an emphasis in the articles in 
this early part of the sample (1997-1998) on the ‘official’ nature of this new public health 
advice/dietary recommendations from government. Many of the articles use dramatic framing to 
express shock, surprise or alarm at the link between red and processed meat and cancer. For 
example: ‘Big Meat Eaters Cancer Warning’ (Daily Mail September 13 1997) ‘How we’re eating 
our way to an early grave’ (The Mirror, September 16 1997) ‘Even one burger a day can 
increase your risk of cancer’ (The Independent, September 26 1997) ‘Shock ‘danger diet’ report’ 
(The Mirror, September 26 1997). Much of the coverage mentions the scientific advisory 
committee that drew up the report (COMA, the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food Policy), 
but ministers and politicians associated with the report and its implications are also mentioned, 
sometimes by name: 
  
‘Ministers triggered a storm of protest yesterday by issuing new scientific advice that 
most eaters of red and processed meat should cut consumption to reduce the risk of 
cancer.’ (Laurance, The Independent, 26 September 1997) 
 
‘Health Secretary Frank Dobson said many cancer cases could be prevented if we 
improved our diet.’ (Palmer, The Mirror, 26 September 1997) 
 
In addition, much of the coverage in this period reports the dramatic political events surrounding 
the publication of the report (as noted in Chapter 5). It focuses on the dramatic withdrawal of the 
report amid media speculation about its contents. This more political framing focuses on political 
controversy and arguments rather than the health implications of the report. There are 
references to disagreements between both government ministers in opposing ministries (for 
example Frank Dobson, the then Secretary of State for Health and Jack Cunningham, the then 
Secretary of State for Agriculture) in the context of previous policy failures around food safety 
(e.g. BSE):  
 
‘Mr Dobson said: "We are determined to change the culture in Whitehall when it 
comes to food safety and standards and I have the full support of Dr Jack 
Cunningham . . . for the decisions I have taken. At no time has there been any 
difference of opinion between Jack Cunningham and myself or between our 
departments on how this matter should be dealt with."’ (Elliott, The Guardian, 
September 26 1997).  
 
There are also references to disagreements between government and opposition ministers: 
  
 159 
'Last September Frank Dobson couldn't wait to publish recommendations 
before the report came out,' said Shadow agriculture minister Michael Jack.  
'Now that the report has been published there are no ministers to be seen.’ It's 
a complete reversal of Frank Dobson's statement five months ago.' Peter Luff, 
Tory chairman of the agriculture select committee’ (Hope, Daily Mail, March 6 
1998) 
 
The political embarrassment of the withdrawal of the report and a perceived ‘U-turn’ in policy 
was dramatically framed:   
 
‘Dobson accused of U-turn on red meat cancer risk’  
(Hope, Daily Mail, March 6 1998) 
 
‘Ministers 'reverse' red meat warning’ 
(Urry and Parker, Financial Times, March 6 1998) 
 
‘U-turn claims on meat report’ 
(Boseley and Meikle, The Guardian, March 6 1998) 
 
‘U-turn on how much red meat you can eat; call for probe as government 
sparks cancer fury’  
(Palmer, The Mirror, March 6 1998) 
 
During this early period of the sample, as the reporting focused on the politics surrounding the 
report rather than the content, reports appeared in the news pages rather than the science or 
health pages. More dramatic framing is generally used in the news reporting, while more 
moderate technical language is used in science and health reporting.  
 
Further ‘triggering events’ (Cobb and Elder, 1983; Downs, 1972; Kingdon, 2003; Wolfe, Jones 
and Baumgartner 2013) lead to peaks in coverage seen in chart 7.1. These ‘triggering events’ 
included publication of scientific research, government policy announcements or reports by 
cancer charities. These triggering events were the main focus of articles, were often similarly 
covered by a number of different newspaper titles, and were presented as new, alarming and 
surprising discoveries, even though these newspapers had previously covered this issue. For 
example, headlines in The Express: 
 
‘Red meat in cancer link; a burger a day dramatically increases the risk of colon disease, say 
doctors’ (The Express, 13 January 2005)  
‘Meat Link to Bowel Cancer’ (The Express, 15 June 2005) 
‘New Cancer Alert on Red Meat’ (The Express, 15 June 2005) 
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‘Cancer Risk in Your Fry Up’ (The Express, 23 May 2011) 
‘Cancer Alert on Red Meat’ (The Express, 04 November 2011) 
 
in The Daily Telegraph: 
‘Red meat linked to increased risk of bowel cancer’ (The Daily Telegraph, 15 June 2005) 
‘Cancer alert over meat and alcohol’ (The Daily Telegraph, 01 November 2007) 
‘Eat less meat ‘to prevent cancer’ (The Daily Telegraph, 11 December 2007) 
‘One sausage a day can increase the risk of bowel cancer’ (The Daily Telegraph, 13 March 
2008) 
‘Fry-ups ‘increase bowel cancer risk’ (The Daily Telegraph, 26 June 2008) 
‘Eat less red meat to lower cancer risk’ (The Daily Telegraph 21 February 2011) 
 
and in The Daily Star:  
‘Meat Cancer Shock’ (Daily Star, 16 June 2005) 
‘Bacon butty is a 'cancer killer'’ (Daily Star, 01 November 2007) 
‘Killer fry-ups; fave brekkie ‘can give you cancer’’ (Daily Star, 31 March 2008) 
‘Killer fry-up; Cooked brekkie can give you cancer’, (Daily Star, 26 August 2008) 
 
As can be seen from these examples, these articles are often presented in a dramatic way, 
using alarming, frightening or lurid language – for example referring to ‘killer fry-ups’ and ‘food 
fears’ or asking ‘Are you gambling with your life?’ (Hammett, 2008, The Sun, 11 September 
2008) in which ‘death odds’ are given for eating a fry up (90-1 for women, 70-1 for men). In the 
reporting on these triggering events, the fact that diet and cancer are linked tended to be 
presented as surprising across all newspapers in the sample, even when they had previously 
reported the issue.  
 
These triggering events were often reported on by multiple newspapers on the same day, 
indicating that information about them came from a common source. In some cases, triggering 
events were published as ‘exclusives’ when, for example, news of the SACN report (2011) was 
printed in both the Sunday Telegraph (Hennessy and Donnelly, The Sunday Telegraph, 20 
February 2011) and Sunday Mirror (Moss, The Sunday Mirror, 20 February 2011) ahead of its 
publication the following week. This pre-publication reporting heightened the sense of novelty, 
giving the impression of a ‘scoop’. 
 
However, at the same time as reports covering these ‘triggering events’, in which red and 
processed meat’s link to bowel cancer was the main focus of the article, the links between 
bowel cancer and red and processed meat and the government’s advice to limit consumption of 
it were simultaneously incorporated into more general reporting on bowel cancer and health. 
This is further examined below in section 7.3.1.3. 
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7.3.1.2 Backlash and the Nanny State  
While triggering events tended to be presented initially without disagreement, later, (often after 
a period of a few days) a ‘backlash’ frame appeared in which articles began to question the 
evidence presented, the dietary recommendations themselves and the right of government, 
nutritionists or others to intervene in our diets. These articles included opinion or information 
provided by those opposed to the advice, for example meat or food industry representatives or 
nutritionists, scientists or health experts who disagreed with the advice or recommendations 
given. These articles were also frequently either written by or included comment from celebrity 
columnists such as Clarissa Dixon Wright (‘New Meat Warning Makes Me See Red’, The 
Express, 16 June 2005), Rod Liddle (‘A Tale of Lies, Damned Lies and Bacon Sandwiches’ The 
Sunday Times, 04 November 2007) Amanda Ursell (‘A bit of sausage won’t kill you’ The Sun 03 
April 2008) Jan Moir (‘These Ham-Fisted Food Fascists Are Just Pig Ignorant’ Daily Mail, 18 
August 2009) and Jeremy Clarkson (‘Swap meat for leaves…and die bored aged 28’ The Sun 
26 February 2011).   
 
In the early period of the data the ‘backlash’ frame is expressed through sympathy for the meat 
industry and British farmers in the context of an industry still affected by the BSE crisis. For 
example:  
‘One food consultant describes the forthcoming COMA report as another "death-knell" 
for the industry.’ (Maitland, Financial Times, 19 September 1997) 
 
‘The food industry - with some support from the scientists involved - is outraged that 
advice should be issued on such flimsy grounds. In practice, the alarm may be 
unnecessary since most consumers appear to be switching off from such 
pronouncements - consumption of beef, for example, is back above pre-BSE levels.’ 
(Financial Times Leader, 10 November 1997) 
 
The meat industry themselves are also quoted disagreeing with the government advice:  
 
‘Colin Maclean, director-general of the Meat and Livestock Commission, said: "It 
simply isn't true that science supports the case for a link between red meat and colon 
cancer."’ (Timmins and Urry, Financial Times, 26 September 1997) 
 
‘Organisations representing the meat industry, reeling from the BSE and E coli scares, 
reacted with disbelief. The Food and Drink Federation said the advice was "totally 
unjustified" and the Meat and Livestock Commission accused ministers of frightening 
people unnecessarily.’ (Laurance, Independent, 26 September 1997) 
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In addition, other scientists are quoted in articles expressing uncertainty about the evidence for 
the recommendation: 
 
‘Professor Sir Richard Doll, who first linked smoking and cancer, has spoken before 
about 'inconclusive' evidence on meat eating and cancer and said last night the jury 
was still out on many aspects of the theory.’ (Hope, Daily Mail, 26 September 1997) 
 
As noted above this ‘backlash’ from meat industry representatives and academics commonly 
follows the first triggering event. Another common feature following the triggering event is a 
‘nanny state’ frame in which columnists express frustration at being told how to behave by 
health professionals. These are variously described as ‘the health police’ (Moir, Daily Mail 18 
August 2009) ‘the food police’ (Street-Porter, The Independent, 03 April 2008) ‘the plate police’ 
(Lawson, The Guardian, 02 November 2007) ‘the nutrition police’ or ‘the rasher bashers’ 
(Gordon, Sunday Times 18 November 2007). In addition, columnists pointed out what they saw 
as the killjoy attitude of these health professionals: 
“Have a long, healthy…and miserable life; experts: avoid cancer, cut out 
everything you enjoy.’ (Cook, The Mirror, 01 November 2007) 
 
‘You just knew the bastards would start having a go at bacon, didn't you? One 
by one the pleasures in life are chipped away -about the only thing you can be 
sure won't kill you is pomegranate.’ (Liddle, The Sunday Times, 04 November 
2007) 
 
‘Beware, mums, dads and big hams everywhere. Just when you thought it 
was safe to go all organic again, or even chance a Ginster's pasty and a plate 
of prosciutto when no one was looking, the health police are out in force once 
more.’ (Moir, Daily Mail, 18 September 2009)  
 
‘Nobody has ever said on their deathbed, "What I really regret is not eating 
enough broccoli", but you might just wish for one more pork pie.’ (Gill, The 
Sunday Times, 13 March 2011) 
 
In addition, these columnists argue that either they themselves or people they know eat red and 
processed meat and have suffered no ill effects from it; that they would rather have a shorter life 
and eat as they please; and/or that they intend to ignore the advice:  
 
‘I have therefore decided to completely ignore the Government scientists and eat beef, 
steak, bacon, lamb and ham whenever the mood takes me….Honestly, I really wish that 




‘I'm sorry, but swapping a sausage for a tuna sandwich doesn't ring my bell…..although 
I'm sure that we could all eat a little more healthily, the food police and their doom-laden 
press releases have become a daily occurrence. Food makes us happy - and I haven't 
noticed the population of Paris or Barcelona suffering ill-effects from their diet.’ (Street-
Porter, The Independent, 03 April 2008) 
 
‘I refuse to believe it, but if eating a bacon butty DOES rob me of a few moments of my 
life - it's worth it.’ (Malone, Sunday Mirror, 04 November 2007). 
 
7.3.1.3 Integration of the message into lifestyle reporting 
As noted above and as shown by chart 7.1, there are clear peaks in coverage, each followed by 
a decline in reporting. However, from 2004 there are a number of articles each year which 
mention the association between red and processed meat and bowel cancer as part of general 
reporting on bowel cancer and on food and health. A key feature of these articles is that many 
of them are concerned with lifestyle and self-improvement, using specialist columnists such as 
nutritionists or health professionals which suggest ‘anti-cancer foods’ or diets to combat 
particular cancers. For example: ‘Cancer: How much do you know?; your health’ (Freeman, The 
Express 04 April 2005);  ‘Your life: What’s on the anti-cancer menu?’ (Dowden, The Mirror 05 
June 2007); ‘Know your body and stop bowel cancer’ (Cannon, Mail on Sunday, 05 April 2009); 
‘5 lifestyle changes that would slash bowel cancer toll’ (Fletcher, The Express, 27 October 
2010). In this group of articles, the link between bowel cancer and red and processed meat 
consumption tended to be presented as fact – they did not include mentions of uncertainty or 
words like ‘probably’ or ‘could’. For example:  
 
‘Cut down on red meat and top up your fibre intake -it keeps everything moving.’ 
(Biggs, The Sun, 09 June 2005) 
 
‘However, your diet can also affect your risk. A fibre-rich diet will reduce it but eating 
lots of red or processed meat will increase it.’ (Freeman, The Express, 04 October 
2005) 
  
‘The Germans eat a lot of red processed meat which increases the risk of colon 
cancer’ (Epstein, Daily Mail, 07 November 2006) 
 
‘Eating a poor diet, with too much red and processed meats and excessive  
alcohol, increases risk.’ (Cannon, Mail on Sunday, 05 April 2009) 
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‘Taking more exercise, eating more fruit and vegetables and less red meat, reducing 
alcohol intake, staying slim and not smoking can reduce the risk by almost a quarter.’ 
(Fletcher, The Express, 27 October 2010) 
 
In this way, the health message that less red and processed meat should be eaten in order to 
reduce the risk of bowel cancer is incorporated into general media discourse about bowel 
cancer and health over the sample period.  These articles continue to appear year on year and 
are distinct from the peaks in reporting which follow a unique ‘triggering event’.  
 
7.3.1.4 Threat to Culture? Bacon Butties, the full English breakfast and the roast beef of 
Old England. 
Bacon, pork and beef and traditional British dishes associated with them were a major theme 
arising from the analysis. There are frequent references to bacon butties, full English 
breakfasts, fry-ups and bangers (sausages) as well as the Roast Beef of Old England. The food 
item that was most frequently mentioned was bacon, although this was mentioned more in the 
later part of the sample period, when it was particularly singled out for attention by headline 
writers, particularly in the tabloids: 
 
 ‘Bacon butty is a ‘cancer killer’’ (Daily Star 01 November 20070 
‘Why we won’t banish bacon’ (The Sun, 08 November 2007) 
 ‘Bacon and eggs-it’ (The Sun, 26 August 2008)  
 ‘Call to ‘ration’ rashers’ (The Sun, 25 February 2011)  
 
This was most often in reference to articles about research by the World Cancer Research 
Fund, and its recommendation to avoid processed meat altogether to reduce bowel cancer risk.   
 
Dietary advice was often presented as an assault on nationally symbolic foodstuffs: 
   
‘Britain was sizzling with anger last night after cancer experts declared war on bacon.’ 
(Daily Star, 01 November 2007) 
 
The Sun exhorted its readers to ‘Save Our Bacon’ and under the headline ‘Careless Pork Costs 
Lives’ (a pun on a patriotic World War 2 slogan) warned: ‘Last night it was seen as a threat to 
some of our favourite dishes -including the traditional English breakfast fry-up and hot dogs.’ 
(Morton, The Sun, 01 November 2007). In an article headlined ‘Why we won’t banish bacon’ 
(Symons, The Sun 08 November 2007) The Sun featured interviews with six health 
professionals who all professed their love for bacon:  
 
‘Rachel Cooke, spokesman for the British Dietetic Association, says: "There's no way 
I'd give bacon butties up. I wouldn't eat them every day -and would make sure they 
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were part of a balanced and varied diet that included wholegrains and five portions of 
fruit and veg a day." 
‘Sun Health columnist Dr Keith Hopcroft says: "I won't be giving up bacon -I enjoy it 
and a little bit of what you fancy does you good….Most people are concerned about 
quality rather than quantity of life -I'd rather shave a few years off my life with the 
occasional bacon sarnie than be 110 and dribbling into my All Bran."’ 
(Symons, The Sun, 08 July 2011)  
  
Alongside this support for red and processed meat are a number of negative references to 
vegetarians and vegetarian diets: 
 
‘I don't know what the rationale is behind eating only white meat but I 
suspect it is a vegetarian plot to whittle away at our meat consumption little 
by little.’ (Dickson Wright, The Express, 16 June 2005) 
  
‘Celebrity chef Antony Worrall Thompson branded the findings "just another 
scare”. He blasted: "There's nothing wrong with eating bacon sarnies once a 
week. "If they have their way we'll all turn into vegetarians."’ (Daily Star, 01 
November 2007)  
 
‘You know where they're going with this, don't you? And you're right. They 
want us all to become vegetablists.’ (Clarkson, The Sun, 26 February 2011)  
 
These implied a secretive, insidious vegetarian plot, or conspiracy to stop the consumption of 
meat altogether, or ‘turn’ people into vegetarians.  
 
The restricted amounts of bacon, burgers or sausages are presented as shocking, surprising 
new limits on our diets in article headlines:  
‘Even one burger a day can increase your risk of cancer’ (Independent, 26 September 
1997) 
‘A burger a day dramatically increased the risk of colon disease, say doctors’ (The 
Express, 13 January 2005)  
‘Eating one sausage a day raises cancer risk by 20pc’ (Daily Mail 13 March 2008)  
‘One sausage a day can increase the risk of bowel cancer’ (The Daily Telegraph, 31 
March 2008)  
   ‘Just one sausage could kill’ (The Mirror, 31 March 2008)  
‘Half a sausage a day! Study urges limit on meat to save lives and planet’ (The 
Guardian, 19 October 2010)  
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These headlines at times exaggerated the risks of consuming these foods, implying small 
amounts of sausage or bacon can do immediate harm.  
  
7.3.1.5 Nutricentrism vs balanced diet 
Two competing themes appeared in the data. One of them was the concept of the ‘balanced 
diet’ or sometimes a ‘healthy balanced diet’ which was used often in general terms, without 
specifying what a ‘balanced diet’ is. This contrasted with a focus on specific foods or foodstuffs 
and their nutritional makeup or (dis)benefits. This focus on individual ingredients or nutrients 
has been variously outlined in the literature as ‘nutritionalism’ ‘nutritionalisation’ or 
‘nutricentrism’ (Dixon, 2009) in which an increased focus on nutritional values exacerbates 
public anxiety about food. Many of the articles focused on individual kinds of red and processed 
meat such as bacon or sausages and gave specific recommendations for the amounts of these 
that could safely be eaten, without talking about the wider diet or intake of, for example fruit and 
vegetables.  There were a number of articles listing individual foods to eat and foods to avoid in 
an ‘anti-cancer’ diet with the implication that certain ingredients cause cancer, while other 
‘superfoods’ contain special properties that can prevent cancer. In contrast, some public health 
professionals were quoted trying to emphasize a more rounded view of diet than one that 
focuses on specific ingredients. For example: 
 
‘A spokesman for charity Beating Bowel Cancer said: 'A third of all cancers 
are linked to what we eat and we must not underestimate the importance of 
a well-balanced diet in the prevention of bowel cancer….As with all dietary 
advice, moderation is key, as we already know that a diet high in fat and red 
meat yet low in fibre, fruit and vegetables can increase the risk of developing 
this disease.' (Wheldon, Daily Mail, 01 February 2006) 
 
‘Ed Yong, of Cancer Research UK, said the study emphasised the need for a 
healthy, balanced diet with plenty of fibre, fruit and vegetables and reduced 
levels of red and processed meat.’  (Hall, The Guardian, 01 February 2006) 
 
In addition, the term ‘balanced diet’ was used by those emphasizing the role red and processed 
meat could play in a ‘balanced diet’ – for example: 
‘"The danger is that people will take the message from this that red meat is 
unsafe," said the [Meat and Livestock] commission's spokesman, Guy 
Attenborough. "But they're talking about giving people the equivalent of two 
8oz steaks a day, seven days a week. Anyone whose diet is that unbalanced 
is going to have problems."’ (Hall, The Guardian, 01 February 2006)  
 
‘Chris Lamb, consumer marketing manager at the British Pig Executive, said 
that people should continue to eat bacon "in a responsible way as part of a 
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balanced diet". Cancer was a "complicated subject" and could not be prevented 
simply by reducing intake of meat.’ (Hawkes, The Times, 01 November 2007)  
 
In this way, the notion of a ‘balanced diet’ was appropriated by different actors to support and 
promote their own views of what constitutes a ‘balanced diet’.  
 
7.3.1.6 Uncertainty and contradiction 
 
Another main theme emerging from the data was that of uncertainty and confusion, 
disagreement and contradiction. This manifested itself in two different categories – Uncertainty 
and Confusion; Disagreement and Contradiction.   
 
7.3.1.6.1 Uncertainty and Confusion 
Media coverage often highlighted the uncertainty in the available scientific evidence about the 
links between red and processed meat and cancer:  
 
‘Nations where meat-eating is part of the culture tend to have higher rates of colon 
cancer, and some studies have suggested that the risk is linked to red meat. The 
reason for this association has, however, never been clear.’ (Hawkes, The Times, 
6 May 1996) 
 
‘The report…said that generally, "no causal links between diet and cancers were 
established with confidence." Further research should lead to firmer conclusions "in 
a few years".’ (Urry and Parker, Financial Times, 06 March 1998) 
  
‘The role of red meats in the development of cancer remains unclear, although 
other studies have suggested that intake should be limited. However, evidence that 
some foods are harmful is continuing to build up.’ (Rogers, Sunday Times, 24 June 
2001) 
 
‘It is worthwhile viewing these findings in the context of the wider evidence: a 
review in the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that of 44 relevant 
studies, 31 found no apparent association between red-meat intake and colon-
cancer risk. Despite the assertion of the BMJ , it is clear that the link between red 
meat and colon cancer is anything but 'confirmed'.’ (Briffa, The Observer, 01 May 
2005) 
 
‘"Bowel cancer was higher in vegetarians than in meat-eaters. This is a bit 
surprising, and could be chance. It highlights that we don't fully understand whether 
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meat really does increase the risk for bowel cancer and this study is not definitive.’ 
(Gray, The Daily Telegraph, 17 March 2009) 
 
‘It added: "Although the evidence is not conclusive, as a precaution, it may be 
advisable for intakes of red and processed meat not to increase above the current 
average (70g a day) and for high consumers of red and processed meat (100g a 
day or more) to reduce their intakes."’ (Beckford, The Daily Telegraph, 21 February 
2011) 
 
This uncertainty was reported frequently in the sample, but was notably absent (as outlined 
above in section 7.3.1.3) in some of the ‘lifestyle’ feature articles in which information about red 
and processed meat’s association with bowel cancer had become part of more general health 
and dietary advice.   
  
In addition, journalists commented that messages coming from government, scientists and 
medical professionals were confusing for consumers: 
 
‘Young men have the highest daily consumption of red meat, a survey showed 
yesterday, as consumers struggled to interpret a controversial Government 
warning that too much can cause cancer.’ (Moyes and Kelly, The Independent, 
27 September, 1997) 
  
‘Frank Dobson was yesterday accused of confusing consumers and further 
damaging the livestock industry after being forced to backtrack on warnings that 
red meat causes cancer.’ (Hope, Daily Mail, 6 March 1998) 
 
‘The confusion about how much red meat is safe to eat intensified last night as 
Britons were warned they should cut down to reduce the risk of cancer.’ (Borland, 
Daily Mail, 21 February 2011) 
 
‘Given the confusion about the health risks of red meat, Dr Derbyshire believes 
we need guidelines on its consumption 'just as we have about fish — saying we 
need a minimum of two portions a week'. (Waters, Daily Mail, 22 February 2011) 
 
‘In fact, recent messages about red meat have been confusing: just last week a 
British Nutrition Foundation study claimed that most adults ate 'healthy amounts' 
of red meat and the link to cancer was 'inconclusive'. Then this week new 
guidelines drawn up by the Department of Health warned that while red meat is a 
valuable source of iron, eating too much can lead to cancer and heart disease.’ 
(Waters, Daily Mail, 22 February 2011) 
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Media articles often reported or mentioned the risks associated with consumption of red and 
processed meat but infrequently explained or examined these risks in any detail. As outlined in 
section 7.3.1.5, reports often focused on single ingredients or nutrients without putting them in 
the context of the whole diet. In addition, the absolute risk of being diagnosed with bowel cancer 
was rarely mentioned, while the increased risk associated with consuming red and processed 
meat was presented out of context, for example: 
 
‘Eating one burger a day can increase the risk of cancer by a third, research 
shows.’ (Fletcher, The Express, 13 January 2005) 
  
‘The link between burgers and colon cancer is stronger than ever. 
 Eating one a day boosts your risk of the disease by a third in just a decade, the 
American Cancer Society said last week.’ (Morton, The Sun, 18 January 2005)  
 
‘Eating one sausage a day raises cancer risk by 20pc’ (MacRae, Daily Mail 31 March 
2008) 
  
In this way, the coverage perpetuated the assumption that absolute safety in diets is possible, 
rather than putting foods within the context of overall diet and health.  
 
7.3.1.6.2 Disagreement and Contradiction 
Newspaper reporting often highlighted disagreements and tensions. Articles appearing in the 
early part of the sample, during reporting on the COMA report into Nutritional Aspects of the 
Development of Cancer (1998), emphasized political disagreements between both government 
ministers and government advisers. This underlined the uncertainty of the scientific evidence, 
but was framed as a ‘row’, an ‘argument’, a ‘clash’ or a ‘U-turn’ rather than a normal and 
expected part of the scientific process.   
 
Similarly, disagreements between experts were often referred to in terms of ‘contradictory 
messages’, rather than a necessary part of the scientific process or method: 
 
‘Most days there is media advice on what you should and should not eat and drink. 
Much of it is contradictory and therefore exasperating (only last week the private 
Wellman clinic said men who ate little or no meat were prone to fatigue and looked 
pale)’ (Dillner, The Guardian, 16 September 1997)   
 
‘She [Nicola Sturgeon] insisted that it is safe to eat bacon and said the public were 
being confused by contradictory health messages. The deputy first minister came to the 
defence of the bacon butty following a study that advised people not to eat any 
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processed meat because it carried an increased risk of bowel cancer.’ (Gordon, The 
Sunday Times, 18 November 2007) 
 
‘Confused by health advice? Then read on: It kills you; no, it does you good.’ 
(Campbell, The Observer, 05 August 2007) 
 
In this way reporting suggested that nutritional advice is contradictory and therefore there is little 
point in following it or it cannot be trusted.  
 
7.3.1.7 Responsibility 
News media can explicitly or implicitly assign responsibility for the causes and solutions to 
social problems – these can in turn inform judgement and action on the part of citizens and 
policymakers (Iyengar, 1996; Kim and Willis, 2007; Baumgartner and Jones, 2009). In this case 
reporting most often assigned responsibility for managing health risks associated with 
consumption of red and processed meat to the individual. Personal responsibility for diet and 
health was emphasized in ‘self-improvement’ articles which advised readers to:  
  
‘Stay trim and stop eating bacon, cancer report declares: Diet could prevent third of 
cases, says five-year study: Regular exercise urged, and not much alcohol’ (Boseley, 
The Guardian, 1 November 2007).  
 
This article from the Guardian was representative of those which gave readers advice on what 
they could do to reduce their risk of cancer, ‘prevent cancer’ or keep healthy. This was part of a 
more general trend towards features or services offered by newspapers which were focused on 
‘self-improvement’ – this Guardian article included a link to ‘Eat right: Get a personalised 
healthy eating plan by joining our online community’ (Boseley, The Guardian, 1 November 
2007).  
 
Articles in the sample frequently emphasized the personal responsibility of the reader to eat 
healthily to reduce their risk of cancer:  
 
‘Cancer rates are on the rise because of our unhealthy lifestyles, including lack of 
exercise, excessive drinking, poor diet and smoking. 
As many as one in three of us can expect to suffer from a form of cancer at some point 
in our lives so it's time to start reducing your risk today...’ (Stoppard, The Mirror, 13 May 
2008) 
 
This responsibilisation of individuals left little room to mention the social determinants of health 
and gave the impression that individuals rather than government or industry bear most 
responsibility for health and diets. A development of this theme was the responsibilisation of 
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parents during a campaign by the WCRF, in which parents were urged to stop feeding ham to 
their children in packed lunches (‘Cancer alarm for mums over ham in lunchboxes’, Willey, The 
Express, 15 June 2009).  Red and processed meat were often framed in terms of personal 
restraint for example being talked about as ‘guilty’ or a treat.  
  
‘Don't feel guilty about eating meat; Britain's leading nutritionist on how to eat your way 
to health’ (Clarke, Daily Mail, 16 September 2008) 
 
'People have been told they can't eat it and they feel guilty when they do, but given that 
current intakes, on average, are well within health targets, there is no reason to eat less 
red meat if you enjoy it.' (Hope, Daily Mail, 19 February 2011) 
 
‘Sun doctor Carol Cooper said: "Bacon is fine as an occasional treat and brings 
enjoyment to many people.’ (Morton, The Sun, 01 November 2007) 
 
‘The answer is not to regard red meat as harmful, but to consider it as a treat, rather 
than a necessity. Which is what our ancestors did.’ (Parry, The Times, 04 February 
2006). 
 
The impact of dietary change on the meat industry was mentioned at the beginning of the 
sample but in terms of sympathy for an already beleaguered industry (post-BSE) rather than as 
an industry which could bear some responsibility for making change in national diets (for 
example: ‘Meat industry faces worrying week ahead’, Financial Times, 1997). Similarly, other 
organisations such as restaurant chains, public institutions (such as schools or hospitals), or 
food retailers were rarely mentioned as being a possible cause of levels of meat consumption or 
offering possible solutions.  
 
7.3.2 Key actors 
The most commonly mentioned actors were the World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) or their 
associated spokespeople, who were much more frequently mentioned than other cancer 
research charities such as Cancer Research UK or Beating Bowel Cancer. Representatives of 
the meat industry for example the Meat and Livestock Commission or its replacements the 
British Pig Executive (BPEX) and the English Beef and Lamb Executive (EBLEX) were also 
commonly referred to or quoted, while other food industry bodies such as the Food and Drink 
Federation were less frequently mentioned or quoted. Later in the sample a new meat industry 
actor appears, the Meat Advisory Panel, a board funded by the meat industry which uses 
dieticians for example Dr Carrie Ruxton as spokespeople.  Food campaigners such as the 
Vegetarian Society were occasionally mentioned or quoted. Individual academics working in this 
area such as Professor Tim Key or Professor Sheila Bingham were mentioned in connection 
with their own research. Government scientific advisory committees COMA and its replacement 
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SACN were also key actors. The UK government were mentioned more during the earlier period 
of the sample. Similarly, specific politicians such as the then Health Secretary Frank Dobson 
were often mentioned in the earlier part of the sample, in connection with the COMA report. 
However, the Health Secretary at the time of the later SACN report (2010), Andrew Lansley, 
was only mentioned once in the sample.  
 
7.3.2.1 Source strategies and struggles 
The key actors mentioned above were responsible for the ‘triggering events’ which correspond 
to peaks in media coverage (see chart 7.1). These triggering events drove multiple articles 
across several media outlets.  The World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) was a key driver of 
media coverage in the later period of the sample. WCRF activities were the source for several 
triggering events for example in November 2007 when their Second Expert Report (WCRF, 
2007) was published; in 2008, when they published the results of a survey into awareness of 
links between diet and cancer; a further survey into awareness of the links between diet and 
cancer in 2009; a warning issued by the WCRF about ham in children’s diets, also in 2009. 
There was evidence in the sample of a common source for the articles covering these events. 
The newspaper articles in many cases used the same quotes from the charity.  For example, 
relating to their advice to parents to cut down on the amount of ham they fed their children, 
Marni Craze, WCRF’s children's education manager was identically quoted in the Daily Mail, 
The Express and The Sun: 
  
'If children have processed meat in their lunch every day then over the course of a 
school year they will be eating quite a lot of it.  
'It is better if children learn to view processed meat as an occasional treat if it is eaten at 
all.’ (Hope, Daily Mail, 17 August 2009; Willey, The Express, 17 August 2009; Case, 
The Sun, 17 August 2009) 
 
The WCRF sometimes engaged in ‘frame contests’ with the meat industry. A ‘frame contest’ 
occurs when the media report competing frames from sources in disagreement with each other 
(Lawrence, 2004; Entman, 2003). A clear ‘frame contest’ appeared in the data between those 
seeking to frame red and processed meat as more or less unhealthy. For example, a study 
published in 2011 was reported in the Daily Mail in an article headlined ‘Hurrah, eating red meat 
is good for you after all!’ (Hope, Daily Mail, 19 February 2011). The report, including quotes 
from the meat industry funded Meat Advisory Panel emphasized the health benefits of red meat. 
In the same article the WCRF were quoted;  
‘Professor Martin Wiseman, medical and scientific adviser for World Cancer Research 
Fund, said the study was being promoted by the meat industry, but added: 'This paper 
is not a systematic review of the evidence and does not change the fact that there is 
convincing evidence that red and processed meat increase risk of bowel cancer.’ 
(Hope, Daily Mail, 19 February 2011) 
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Similarly, meat industry representatives were quoted throughout the sample disagreeing or 
seeking to discredit reports linking red and processed meat with bowel cancer:  
 
‘The meat industry was quick to hit back last night. Colin Maclean, director general of 
the Meat and Livestock Commission, said: "We accept that people who eat a lot of red 
meat, without balancing that sensibly with fruit and vegetables, ought to look at their 
diet. "But these recommendations might frighten people who should be eating more red 
meat into eating less when there is no valid scientific basis for it."’ 
(Palmer, The Mirror, 26 September 1997) 
 
'’However, a spokesman for the Meat and Livestock Commission said: 'The results of 
this very small- scale study merely suggest a mechanism by which red and processed 
meat might possibly increase an individual's risk of developing colorectal cancer. 
'The authors themselves acknowledge that larger-scale studies are needed to identify 
how important and robust this suggested mechanism could be.'’ (Wheldon, Daily Mail, 
01 February 2006) 
 
A spokesman for BPEX, the British pig executive, questioned the methods used in the 
study: "We are unable to take a view on this because there is mixed evidence based on 
the compounding factors to do with lifestyle that come into it." Richard Lowe, the chief 
executive of Eblex, the English beef and lamb executive, said: "We think that the link 
between diet and cancer is complex and as scientists themselves say, more research is 
needed to see how big a part diet plays." 
(McVeigh, The Guardian, 01 July 2009) 
 
The two representatives of the groups of protagonists in this frame contest often appeared in 
the same article as journalists sought to present a ‘balanced’ argument.  
 
There was a marked contrast between headlines that emphasized the links between red meat 
and bowel cancer and those that emphasized the health benefits of red meat:  
  
‘Red meat in cancer link; a burger a day dramatically increases the risk of colon 
disease; say doctors’ (Fletcher, The Express, 13 January 2005) 
 ‘Why red meat can cause cancer’ (The Independent, 01 February 2006)  
 ‘Hurrah eating red meat is good for you after all!’ (Hope, Daily Mail, 19 February 2011) 
 ‘The case against red meat’ (Scurr, Daily Mail, 21 February 2011) 




While there were more articles exploring the dangers of eating red and processed meat 
(perhaps not surprising given the search terms for the sample), there were also a number of 
articles highlighting the problems of low iron status and the dangers of anemia in those not 
eating enough red meat.   
 
7.4 Discussion  
The trends in reporting in the sample suggest repeated cycles, which echo Downs’ (1972) Issue 
Attention Cycle, which proposes a common cycle of interest to issues, showing that attention 
rarely remains focused on a subject for long periods. In this case, repeated cycles of interest in 
this issue were followed by a decline in media interest, with spasmodic repetitions following the 
first revolution of the cycle. In addition, and at the same time the issue is integrated into more 
general reporting on cancer and diet within a growing trend for lifestyle features which 
emphasise ‘self-improvement’ and personal responsibility for diet. Why could this be the case? 
It is important to note that Downs’ (1972) model related to what he called ‘public interest’, 
arguing that levels of public interest in an event followed his five-step cycle. The data does not 
suggest that the media in this case can be seen as a proxy for public interest, rather that media 
coverage itself follows this cycle – the data follows Downs Issue Attention Cycle but is mapping 
‘media interest’ rather than ‘public interest’.  
 
Many studies have shown that media interest in an issue follows Downs’ cycle; it has been 
particularly tested against environmental issues or climate change (McComas and Shanahan, 
1999; Nisbet et al., 2003; Shih, Wijaya and Brossard, 2008). Downs himself suggested that the 
cycle of attention was related to the inherent characteristics of the issue itself – in the case of 
his original paper the issue of ecology. However subsequent examinations of this framework 
such as Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) or Nisbet and Huge (2006) suggest a more complex 
interaction between media routines and conventions, issue stakeholders and policymakers. 
They recognized that stakeholders, policymakers and other interested parties play a part in co-
constructing social problems in conjunction with journalists who follow media conventions and 
routines and play a role as gatekeepers and in framing information. The findings in this chapter 
suggest this complex interaction is at play in the case of UK press coverage of the association 
between red and processed meat and bowel cancer.  
 
As outlined in Chapter 2 (Literature Review) several theories exist to explain the impact of 
media routines and conventions on media coverage. At play in this current study of press 
coverage of the issue of red and processed meat and its association with bowel cancer were 
several of these theories. Journalists have been shown to filter information through ‘news 
values’, (Galtung and Ruge, 1965; Schlesinger, 1987; MacIntyre et al. 1998; Harcup and 
O’Neill, 2001). These characteristics determine what is newsworthy and can include 
disagreement among experts, government suppression, scientific advancement, celebrity 
involvement etc. Key external actors such as the government, the World Cancer Research Fund 
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(WCRF) or the European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition (EPIC), with 
privileged access to the media, played an important role in staging ‘triggering events’ which 
were reported by the media. These ‘triggering events’ satisfied journalists’ news values in that 
they often presented links between red and processed meat and bowel cancer as scientific 
advancement. In addition, the uncertainty around the evidence in the case of red and processed 
meat’s association with cancer and the disagreement between both scientific experts and with 
the meat industry was a major theme in the coverage of this issue. Another important news 
value is ‘culture’, as defined by Hilgartner and Bosk (1988) or ‘symbolic issues’ (Cobb and 
Elder, 1972) and in this case the cultural significance of traditional English dishes associated 
with red and processed meat such as roast beef, bacon butties or a full English breakfast/fry-up 
also became a major theme in the coverage.   These national dishes were referred to in patriotic 
terms and there was a concurrent mistrust of vegetarianism expressed by several columnists. 
This echoes work by Maurer (1995) and Boyle (2011) who argue that while vegetarianism has 
been widely accepted the sometimes radical ideology of the movement has meant that 
vegetarianism may always be considered deviant behaviour (albeit positive deviant behaviour) 
and a threat to dominant cultural practices (Spencer 1995).  
 
Linked to news values is Kitzinger’s (2000) theory of media templates in which media coverage 
follows recognized patterns so that familiar narrative structures, stereotypes and actors are 
employed over and again in replicas of story types or templates. Kitzinger and Reilly described 
such a template for food scares in the late 1990s (1997) and this pattern is replicated in the data 
with the familiar structuring of an article with a shock headline, an explanation of the dangers of 
eating red meat in dramatic terms with quotes from scientific ‘experts’ followed by a counter 
claim from a representative of the meat industry.  
 
A particular ‘frame contest’ evident in the data was around the healthy/unhealthy status of red 
meat. Articles often pitted one source against another, a ‘he said/she said’ device which can be 
used by the media to create news stories, or to show impartiality or objectivity on the part of the 
journalist but which can also lead to a lack of critical analysis in reporting (Cunningham, 2003; 
Schiffer, 2008).  The data in this case often indicated a clustering of articles in different 
newspapers with a common source, for example a similar narrative line and framing with 
identical quotes from ‘experts’. This indicates a potential reliance by journalists on press 
releases and echoes concerns (Lewis et al., 2008; Davies, 2009; Williams et al., 2009) over 
journalistic independence and the ability of the print media to properly investigate information 
presented to it by external sources.  
 
Lang et al. (2009) argue that nutrition is not given the importance in public policy it deserves not 
only because it is often seen as a personal and private individual matter in which no other body 
has the moral right to intervene, but also because it is often criticised for producing contradictory 
research. This is reflected in the analysis of this data in which contradictory messages were 
 176 
presented, not only emphasising the uncertainty of the evidence backing up the association 
between red and processed meat and bowel cancer but also portraying red meat itself as more 
or less healthy. As noted by Bufton, Smith and Berridge (2003, p. 488), ‘interpretations of 
ambiguous data are often conditioned by broader quasi-political interests’ – in other words when 
there is no scientific consensus, opportunities arise for interested parties to make claims and 
counterclaims and contest policy decisions in accordance with their own interests. The resulting 
confusion both perpetuated and despaired of by journalists, leaves readers with a level of 
cynicism about official dietary advice that encourages reliance on lay knowledge for example ‘a 
little of what you fancy does you good’ or ‘everything in moderation’ (Lupton and Chapman, 
1995; Regan et al., 2014).   
 
Nutritional research as a biological science often focuses its studies on individual ingredients, 
components or foodstuffs. This may influence the tendency of the media to report diet related 
research simplistically, often without contextualisation (Goldacre, 2007). This means that food 
items are often taken out of context - overall diet is less likely to be mentioned.  This reflects a 
trend (Scrinis 2012; Dixon, 2009) in which ‘real food’ (as coined by Pollan, 2008) is replaced by 
‘nutrients’.  Scrinis calls this ‘nutritional reductionism’, while Dixon terms it ‘nutritionalisation’. 
This seems to be particularly prevalent in the media’s coverage of research relating to diet’s role 
in the prevention of cancer – of course the media may be merely reporting studies produced by 
the scientific community, commissioned by governments, charities, research organisations who 
are themselves prone to this tendency to view food as isolated nutrients.  
 
The majority of the articles in the sample framed this issue as one of personal individual 
responsibility rather than one which required government, industry or civil society action. This 
supports previous research which has shown that when reporting cancer research and research 
into diet-related conditions such as cardio-vascular disease and obesity, media coverage tends 
to focus responsibility disproportionately on the individual rather than framing the issue as the 
responsibility of the state or civil society (Lawrence, 2004; Clarke and Everest 2006; Hellyer and 
Haddock-Fraser 2011; Hilton et al., 2012).  The responsibilisation of individuals in this case 
suggests the media collude not only in ‘nutricentrism’ (Dixon 2009) but also in what Greenhough 
(2010, p. 156) sees as a neo-Foucauldian ‘state-led biological citizenship’ in which individuals 
have responsibilities, which are articulated by ‘biological governance’ (Greenhough, 2010, p. 
156). Quoting Rose (2007) and echoing Dixon’s concerns about ‘endless self-improvement’ 
(Dixon, 2009, p. 323) Greenhough outlines the citizen’s responsibility to maintain their health:  
“The active biological citizen must engage in a constant work of self-
evaluation and the modulation of conduct, diet, lifestyle, and drug regime, in 
response to the changing requirements of the susceptible body” (Rose, 2007, 
p. 154 quoted in Greenhough (2010) p. 156).  
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There were few instances in the data when this state-led biological citizenship was challenged 






In summary, the findings outlined in this chapter have shown that key actors played a part in 
creating ‘triggering events’ which led to peaks in coverage over the sample period. Following 
the Issue Attention Cycle model (Downs 1972) the data showed that coverage then subsided 
until a further triggering event occurred. In addition, advice to limit red and processed meat 
consumption in order to prevent bowel cancer was incorporated into wider reporting on diet and 
bowel cancer within lifestyle and self-improvement feature articles.  
 
There was evidence of a ‘framing contest’ over how red and processed meat was portrayed by 
the press. Key actors sought to frame red and processed meat as more or less healthy 
according to their own interests – either advocating a reduction in its consumption or its 
continued inclusion in meals as part of a ‘healthy balanced diet’. In addition, the data showed 
source struggles as state, civil society and industry sought to present their own point of view.  
 
The cultural importance of red and processed meat in the UK diet was emphasised by many of 
the articles in the sample. However, confusion, uncertainty and contradiction were major 
themes in the sample, with red and processed meat being portrayed as both an important 
component of a healthy diet and a potentially deadly carcinogen. There was consensus in the 
reporting that responsibility for diet lay with individuals rather than the state, the food industry or 
civil society. Readers were subject to a bewildering barrage of dietary advice. They were 
regularly encouraged to be aware of food risks as well as enjoying their food; to exercise dietary 
restraint as well as resisting the ‘rasher bashers’ and their unreasonable and exaggerated 





Chapter 8: Research Findings, Research Question 3: Interviews   
8.1 Introduction 
 
As noted in Chapter 4 (Methodology), the research was designed in three phases to address 
the three research questions: 
 
RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 
consumption 1993-2012 
 
RQ2:    How do UK newspapers report this issue? 
Method:  Content analysis of UK newspaper reporting of consumption of red and 
processed meat and its relationship to the development of bowel cancer, 1993-
2012  
 
RQ3:    What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy? 
Method:  Semi-structured interviews with key actors identified from stages 1 and 2, 
including interviewees from three key groups: stakeholders, media 
professionals and policy makers. These interviews will explore in detail the 
findings from the first two stages, investigating the motivations, feelings and 
views of the interviewees.   
 
This chapter sets out the findings of the interviews carried out in phase 3 of the research 
design. As outlined in Chapter 4 (Methodology) research design for this phase was largely 
driven by phases 1 and 2 (policy analysis, content analysis). The policy analysis and content 
analysis identified a range of actors from three key groups:  1) journalists 2) stakeholders 3) 
policymakers across both time periods under study (COMA report 1993-8 and SACN report 
2001-11). Some participants were equally relevant to both time periods. Steps were taken to try 
to achieve an equal number of participants in each group (see Table 8.1). The total number of 
interviewees was 27.  
 
 Journalists Policymakers Stakeholders Total 
Approached 26 27 17 70 
Secured 10  8  9  27 
Table 8.1 Table of potential/actual participants (source: author) 
 
These 27 participants were interviewed individually, either face to face, on the telephone or by 
Skype. Their interviews were recorded on a digital audio recording device. The interviews were 
semi-structured in nature, to allow interviewees to talk openly and freely about their lived 
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experience without direct or leading questions. However, a skeleton topic guide was used to 
ensure some focus and to allow comparison between interviews (see Appendix 9). 
The 6 areas to guide the interviews were:  
1. The policy making process 
2. The media: role, process and influence 
3. Interaction between actors 
4. Framing in the media and in the policymaking arena 
5. Where this issue appeared on the policy agenda 
6. Where this issue appeared on the media agenda 
 
The interview length varied from thirty minutes to one hour and thirty minutes.  The interviews 
were then listened to and notes were made. Some interviewees had a greater degree of 
involvement than others, these were identified as ‘key interviewees’. Key interviewees within 
each grouping (government policy makers, journalists, external actors) were identified (see 
Table 8.2). 
 
 Key interviewees Remaining 
interviewees 
Government Policymakers (COMA, SACN 
members, government Ministers, politicians, 
civil servants)  
6 2 
Journalists 
(Freelance print journalists, print journalists 




(Meat industry representatives, MLC 
representatives, cancer charity 
representatives, NGO representatives) 
7 2 
Table 8.2 Interviewees (source: author) 
 
These 18 key interviews were fully transcribed, anonymised and read through again several 
times. The interviews were coded according to the research questions. Emerging codes were 
identified and similar codes were clustered together to form categories, redundant codes were 
removed. From these categories major themes were identified for each policy development 
period or embedded unit of analysis of the case study. The remaining 9 interview transcripts 
were then re-examined and listened to again to identify further codes relating to the already 
identified major themes.  
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This chapter reports on the main themes identified through this analysis according to the 
research questions and comparing the two time periods under analysis / two embedded units of 
analysis in the case study. It is divided into three sub-sections. In the reports that follow, 
findings are reported by each Research Question in turn. As a sub-heading under each 
Research Question they are reported by time period (1993-1998 or 2001-2011) and then 
according to the major themes that emerged from the analysis. Each sub-section is followed by 
a running summary or synopsis. Table 8.3 gives a visual outline of the structure of this chapter 
to aid navigation.  
 
8.2 RQ1 
(How has the 
UK 
government’s 
policy on RPM 
consumption 
developed?)  
8.2.1 Policy development 
period:  
1993-1998 
8.2.1.1 Theme 1: New Government 
8.2.1.2 Theme 2: Policymaking process  
8.2.1.3 Theme 3: Tension between actors 
8.2.2 Policy development 
period:  
2001-2011 
8.2.2.1 Theme 1: Change in Government 
8.2.2.2 Theme 2: Policymaking process 
8.2.2.3 Theme 3: Tension between actors and 
groups of actors 
8.3 RQ2 




8.3.1 Policy development 
period:  
1993-1998 
8.3.1.1 Theme 1: Media processes 
8.3.1.2 Theme 2: Source strategies 
8.3.1.3 Theme 3: Red and processed meat 
8.3.2 Policy development 
period:  
2001-2011 
8.3.2.1 Theme 1: Media processes 
8.3.2.2 Theme 2: Source strategies 
8.3.2.3 Theme 3: Red and processed meat 
8.4 RQ3 (What 
role did UK 
newspapers 
play in the 
development 
of the policy?) 
8.4.1 Policy development 
period:  
1993-1998 
8.4.1.1 Theme 1: Stakeholders 
8.4.1.2 Theme 2: Government  
8.4.1.3 Theme 3: Media 
8.4.2 Policy development 
period:  
2001-2011 
8.4.2.1 Theme 1: Stakeholders 
8.4.2.2 Theme 2: Government  
8.4.2.3 Theme 3: Media 




8.2 Research Question 1: Policy Development 
8.2.1 Major Themes: RQ1: Policy Development Period 1993-1998 
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There were three major themes which emerged from the interviews around policy development 
in the first embedded unit of analysis in this case study: 1) new Government; 2) uncertainty 
around policy making processes; 3) tensions between actors and groups of actors.   
 
8.2.1.1 Theme 1: New Government 
Interviewees talking about the development of the government recommendations on red and 
processed meat and cancer during this period (1993-1998) made references to the incoming 
Labour government of 1997, which had replaced a seventeen-year period (1979-1997) of 
Conservative government. Interviewees identified and talked about the food scares that had 
gone on before the change in administration and how the new government were planning to 
deal with this by setting up a new agency, the Food Standards Agency or FSA. For example:  
 
“I mean you’ve got to remember, at that time, ‘97, ‘98, and prior to that ’95, ’96, there’d 
been a whole series of food problems. Orange juice, salmonella, BSE you know, a 
whole series. All, I might say, badly handled. They weren’t….I mean industries were 
being closed down by accident. It was the way they were dealt with. We came in with a 
plan to set up the FSA.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
Participants also talked about a change in culture and attitude on the part of the new 
government (ministers, Secretaries of State and advisers), which had come into power after 17 
years of Conservative government. Those in the new government saw their new ideas and lack 
of knowledge about rural issues as a benefit:  
  
“I don’t think Tony [Blair] owned a pair of wellingtons. He was a bit of a misnomer in a 
way. (coughs) Jack [Cunningham] was ok because he’d got more sheep than anything 
else, you know up in Cumbria, so he was well aware – I’d asked two questions in 30 
years, 25 years about MAFF. Tony only sent me there because he knew I knew nothing 
about it. He said: I’m sending you there, he said, because you’ve had no connection 
with it, I just want you to go in and take it apart. And get the FSA set up.” (Interviewee 
25) 
 
“…it was a period, how can I put it? We were so new in government. Number 10 didn’t 
know how to interfere with us. We got away with things that you wouldn’t do today. In 
setting up the FSA for a start. You know because the control freakery at number 10 
hadn’t quite got the tentacles in.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
However, radical policy changes (such as the creation of the new Food Standards Agency) and 
new ways of approaching government business, with increased numbers of Special Advisers 
created tension within the civil service:  
 
 182 
“So this breath of fresh air came in, everybody thought, Great! Within three months, 
everybody wanted them out. Because they had completely alienated the whole civil 
service. I mean the truth in MAFF, which eventually became DEFRA but it was still 
MAFF at the time, Department of Health, Home Office, Department for Education, all of 
them had been completely sidelined for this load of independent advisors, who just 
came in with their opinions, their political ideologies, and the whole principle of good 
public service, where you provide the best evidence and impartial advice to government 
was gone.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
And this change in personnel within government and the civil service, at times proved 
problematic for government ministers:  
“…and he [the Secretary of State for Health] was in agony. About the way the staff was, 
[after the] long Thatcher/Major era and he was being absolutely manipulated and done 
by the senior civil servants.  And I took him and I said look, stay cool, let me introduce 
you to very intelligent good, senior civil servants here who are not in that park, and I 
took him over and introduced him to two or three people.” (Interviewee 3) 
 
8.2.1.2 Theme 2: Policy-making process  
Hand in hand with the changes brought about by the proposed Food Standards Agency, was   
disagreement and confusion in government and among government advisers over the way 
nutrition policy was made. It was proposed to move nutrition from the Department of Health into 
the new Food Standards Agency.  
 
“And that was, quite feverish, at the time. […] And there were a number of agendas 
being pursued, one of which was to remove the advice-giving capacity on nutrition from 
within government and make it independent. So a Food Standards Agency. And the 
original Food Standards Agency proposal did not include nutrition. Um, but it did later 
on.  I think that was probably a good thing. But it was problematic because lots of 
people didn’t think it was a good thing. That for them, the Food Standards Agency was 
about, stop being poisons and toxins getting into the food supply it wasn’t about food 
standards. In fact it started as a food safety agency and then when nutrition was put 
into it, it became a Food Standards Agency.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
In addition, changes were proposed to try to improve the nutrition policy making process; to 
make it more transparent, independent and accountable. A common theme here was the key 
role of COMA at this time in both risk assessment and risk management. COMA looked at the 
evidence, then provided advice to ministers on both the science and the policy implications of it. 
However, for some interviewees this process under COMA was unclear – one commented “Fair 
to say that at the time, when COMA was around before the FSA and SACN, the distinction 
between advice and policymaking was less clear. It was just a bit woolly.” (Interviewee 2) – this 
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would change after the introduction of the new Food Standards Agency and the replacement of 
COMA with SACN, but COMA had responsibility for policy recommendations:  
  
“So COMA was the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy, …. 
Policy at the end. So they advised on policy based on the science. So it had two related 
jobs. And so government had to take policy advice, as well as the scientific advice. That 
began to change. So when the folic acid report came out later […] there wasn’t a 
recommendation there was a series of options, and the implications of those options, 
nutritional implications of those options. So, it had already moved into risk assessment, 
but not risk management.” (Interviewee 2)  
 
Interviewees also noted the particular position of the Chief Medical Officer as both head of the 
medical Civil Service and chair of COMA, some seeing this as increasing the power of the 
committee:  
 
“[COMA] automatically had to logically go into the Food Standards Agency. And one of 
the [issues] discussed at fairly regular intervals was the anomalous position of COMA, 
which was enormously powerful.  Because it was chaired by the Chief Medical Officer 
for Health. So it was almost as though Ministers would not take on their CMO, because 
he was the walking authority on what was required for the wellbeing of the country. So, 
he didn’t of course chair sub-committees…[….] but the reports went to the main 
committee in COMA and we looked at the implications of that for general policy, and 
balance, and, where the political and public health broader socioeconomic issues – I 
mean you know, it had much bigger prestige than it does now.” (Interviewee 3) 
 
While others saw the Chief Medical Officer’s (CMO) role of both independent advisor to 
government and a civil servant working for the government as putting him or her in a difficult 
position: 
  
“The fact that the CMO could have the roles as the independent advisor to government 
but also the government’s mouthpiece if you like, is troublesome. Now, it’s pretty clear 
now, that the CMO is part of government and doesn’t sit on the outside.” (Interviewee 2)  
A number of interviewees commented on the uncertainty in the scientific evidence and therefore 
the difficulty COMA had in quantifying an appropriate recommendation for red and processed 
meat consumption – the amount per day that could be consumed. A key development at this 
time was the approach to evidence and evidence gathering.  One interviewee noted:  
 
“… for the COMA report on Diet and Cancer, it was at a stage where computerised 
searches for literature was very difficult, or if possible at all, and accessing information 
was very much based upon, um, individual communication of experts and colleagues 
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and, and, and gathering what was available. And the completeness of collecting that 
evidence was much, much more difficult. And the second consideration was how the 
evidence was interpreted, and the extent to which there was a security around different 
people’s interpretation of the evidence.  And I think that the COMA committee was the 
first committee to ever try to assess how different individuals rated the same 
information. And there was a paper that was looked at by a number of individuals and 
they were asked to mark it in a number of different ways and that’s a published paper. 
But the bottom line was, it was quite clear that if you defined your approach with 
sufficient care you could move towards standardised interpretation.” (Interviewee 12)  
 
However, some interviewees raised the point that this same rigourous approach did not apply to 
the process of making policy recommendations from the available evidence – the process of 
risk management. Interviewees argued that this part of the policymaking process is open to 
lobbying without a more transparent or standardized system of making policy.  
  
8.2.1.3 Theme 3: Tension between actors 
As well as disagreements between COMA members about the precise to-the-gram 
recommendations on red and processed meat consumption, interviewees identified tensions 
between the government departments of MAFF and the Department of Health. A key theme 
here was the power of the UK farming and meat industry at this time (1997/1998).  
 
“I mean, the farming industry, (coughs) is the only industry that’s got its own ministry 
and two daily radio programmes! Now you might argue if Archers hasn’t got much about 
country folk any more, but you know, with Farming Today and The Archers, and a 
captive ministry, you know? It was, a huge influence.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
“I would say probably in successive governments, that the red meat lobby are 
effectively the NFU. And they’re powerful because they’re the food producers of the 
country, and I would say it’s more powerful with the Conservative government because 
more of them are farmers.” (Interviewee 16) 
 
“Well, I mean don’t forget, you’re so young you wouldn’t remember, that, the whole 
basis of the post-World War 2 developments was to pour money into developing the 
agricultural industry. […..] So, the Meat and Livestock Commission […] I mean they 
were powerful. And locked into the National Farmers Union. I knew all these people 
personally. And you know I wasn’t antagonistic to them, you know, that was their job. 
And there was the Milk Marketing Board. Which was also incredibly powerful [….] And 
it’s seen to be entirely appropriate, for the good of the British economy and the well-
being of something that was fundamentally appropriate for human health and wellbeing 
in Britain. And they, were in and out of the offices of the minister of agriculture. The 
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minister of agriculture was far more important than the minister of health.” (Interviewee 
3) 
 
“The meat industry and the Meat and Livestock Commission in particular were quite 
powerful in lobbying against any change in the um consensus around meat.” 
(Interviewee 13) 
 
Several interviewees pointed out the difficulties for government during this time of on the one 
hand making a recommendation to cut red meat consumption while on the other hand trying to 
protect the red meat industry.  
 
“We were very keen to get people buying beef. I can remember McDonalds coming to 
see Jack [Cunningham] and myself. Now, you’re speaking to someone who’s never, 
ever, yet, set foot in a McDonalds restaurant. Never. On the other hand, millions of 
people do and….they came to see us “oh, you know we’re going to sell this, beef, you 
know” this that and the….so we were hell bent on encouraging, the beef ban, we 
thought we’d get it lifted. Encouraging people - “The meat’s safe” - almost, it wasn’t 
quite “Eat lots of it” but obviously it was a lot slower process, so by the time the red 
meat issue arose and cancer, I mean, it doesn’t go down very well when those things 
arise, I can assure you!” (Interviewee 25)  
 
This ‘red meat issue’ caused tensions between civil servants within the two departments, MAFF 
and the Department of Health, who said during interviews that they took a different approach to 
policymaking in this area, with public health experts on the one hand taking a precautionary 
principle, and MAFF production experts favouring proof of harm beyond reasonable doubt:  
 
“So the idea about public health is, precautionary principle and so on - absolutely not, if 
you haven’t got beyond reasonable doubt proof, then there’s no reason to have a 
policy, would be the MAFF argument, and so that was where the tension came. 
(Interviewee 2) 
 
“…of course, industry, and at that time MAFF let’s face it was the farmers’ ministry. I 
can assure you, one half of the department hated the other half. […] The one half of 
MAFF…The producer half of MAFF, was the NFU. The regulatory part of MAFF, hated 
the producer part. And indeed, it was pretty virulent.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
“…you know the Food Standards Agency was devised as the solution to that problem of 
MAFF being too heavily involved in things like health messages around meat. It [MAFF] 
was also working for the industry benefit. So things like the Health Education Council at 
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the time was producing leaflets around healthy eating, um, and those leaflets had 
MAFF logos on as well as DH logos on them.” (Interviewee 13)  
 
However, interviewees representing the meat industry were keen to point out that from their 
perspective supporting the red meat industry “doesn’t just mean going for consumption for the 
sake of it” (Interviewee 26), and that they had for years worked with nutritionists to improve the 
nutritional content of meat, reducing saturated fat levels and working hard with producers to 
improve food safety.  
 
In summary, the interview data suggested that relationships between actors and the tensions 
that arose between them were more complex than a simple argument pitting the farming 
industry and MAFF against public health. While MAFF were closely aligned with British farmers 
and farming industry, there were actors within MAFF and the farming industry who favoured 
tighter regulation of the meat industry and who supported reformulation of red and processed 
meat to improve its nutritional quality. Similarly, there were actors within the Department of 
Health and their advisory committees who supported the meat industry and were concerned 
that a reduction in red meat consumption could compromise health in terms of iron status in 
particular groups.  
 
8.2.2 Major Themes: RQ1: Policy Development 2001-2011 
 
Analysis of the codes and categories in policy development from the interview data of the 
second embedded case study (2001-2011) reveals similar themes to the analysis of the first 
embedded case study (1993-1998) although in a different context. These themes were: change 
in government; the policymaking process as it relates to government advisory bodies; and 
tensions between actors and groups of actors.  
 
8.2.2.1 Theme 1: Change in government  
The period under analysis spans a decade (2001-2011) and some interviewees mentioned the 
length of time the SACN report on Iron and Health took to finish, some saying this was due to 
the complexity of the issue, some saying it was due to the personnel involved and others 
blaming a lack of political will in this area:  
 
“I mean it had been in the pipeline for about ten years, so we knew that, that the work 
was going on. […] In 2000 I’d promised colleagues that this report was coming out in 
three years’ time, 2003 and of course it never came out until 2010.  
RW Why did it take so long?  
21 It just took forever, I don’t know why it took so long. It just, I think things like that 
maybe get put on the back burner in terms of like priorities at the Department of Health 
and the FSA and whatnot” (Interviewee 21). 
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Most interviewees focused on the period when the SACN Iron and Health report was published, 
its recommendations on red and processed meat consumption were made and the government 
policy and nutritional recommendations were introduced, between 2010 and 2011. Like the 
other embedded unit of analysis, concerning the COMA report on diet and cancer of 1997/1998, 
this period was characterized by a change in government which took place after a general 
election in May 2010, replacing a 13 year period of Labour government in the UK (1997-2010) 
with a Conservative/Liberal Democrat Coalition government. As mentioned above, the new 
Labour government of 1997 had sought to introduce the Food Standards Agency. For their part, 
soon after coming to power, the new Conservative Secretary of State for Health, Andrew 
Lansley, in line with conservative policy, proposed to change the Food Standards Agency, 
dismantling its powers and moving responsibility for nutrition, including SACN, which had been 
located in the Food Standards Agency since its inception in 2001, back into the Department of 
Health. Interviewees saw this change to the Food Standards Agency as having an impact on 
the way nutrition policy and more specifically the recommendation on red and processed meat 
consumption was made. Some commentators identified a role for the FSA as a potentially 
independent regulator on nutrition, a role which was lost after responsibility for nutrition moved 
back into the Department of Health:   
 
“So, today, this is where, the FSA had a role. Then what happens of course, Lansley 
comes along…[…] … And, give him his due, he kept me in touch with the progress of 
the Tory manifesto, so I knew what was happening on diet and nutrition, um, because it 
was in the manifesto, and when we were geared up, we were going to lose […] so he 
took all the diet and nutrition off us, but at the time beforehand you’d got COMA and all 
those other committees, something like, probably 8, reporting exclusively to the FSA 
[…]so there was an agenda which then got smashed up completely, 2010.” (Interviewee 
25)  
 
Interviewees noted that nutrition policymaking was more closed inside the Department of Health 
(DH) than it had been in the Food Standards Agency (FSA), both for interested stakeholders 
like the meat industry and for policymakers:  
 
“We’ve always had a bit of a bumpy relationship with DH and also when previously the 
nutritionists were at FSA, in some ways, they were more approachable then, but, 
they’ve kind of cocooned themselves again since the move. And we’re finding them not 
so accessible and not as willing to listen.” (Interviewee 21) 
 
“It [SACN] went completely closed. Whereas […], the FSA advisory committees meet, 
in the open. And they you can go and sit in and listen. You can go and sit in at Aviation 
House. And SACN went behind closed doors. Oh no, let’s get it clear. In 2010 when the 
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Coalition came in, diet and nutrition for England, which is the Responsibility Deal, went 
from an open, non-political Government department, to a closed political department.  
Simple as that. And no-one can deny that. No one….and so therefore, the meetings 
with the food industry over the Responsibility Deal, are closed.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
In connection with the change in government and the dismantling of the Food Standards 
Agency interviewees also mentioned the coalition government’s ‘Responsibility Deal’, the Public 
Health Responsibility Deal which was introduced in 2011 as part of the Public Health White 
Paper of 2010 and included a proposal to work collectively with industry and voluntary bodies to 
achieve public health improvements. Interviewees from both industry and the voluntary sector 
were critical of this approach, one interviewee from a large cancer charity when asked whether 
diet and cancer prevention were a priority for the government commented: 
 
“It certainly doesn’t feel like it’s a big deal for the government, and it also feels like in 
terms of lifestyle or diet, obesity, the approach is that we, individually could or should be 
doing more. So, it doesn’t feel like it’s as important as it should be, I don’t think. And 
they certainly could be doing more. Um….we know that they’re now a fan of involving 
industry through this Responsibility Deal and so on. But a lot of it seems to be 
voluntary. I mean look at Traffic Light Labelling – public health professionals have been 
pushing for that for years and years and years, and it’s still voluntary as far as I’m 
aware. But even, it’s just something that, it seems obvious, the evidence is there to 
support it, but the government have taken a while to get that moving.” (Interviewee 6) 
 
While meat industry commentators were concerned that the Responsibility Deal was a deal 
made to serve government interests:  
 
“And that is an issue, going back to what I said earlier, that we have with the 
Department of Health and this Responsibility Deal. They’re wanting to be able to report 
changes. Now the changes that the agricultural industry and the meat industry have put 
in place have taken about 30 years to achieve. You’re not going to achieve that inside 
one, government administration. And that is a frustration we have – yes there’s more 
that could be done, there’s other things we can do in terms of fatty acid manipulation 
[…] But no that’s too complicated, that’s long term and they’re not interested in the long 
term changes that can be done, clearly. Which is frustrating for us.” (Interviewee 21)  
  
8.2.2.2 Theme 2: Policymaking process 
As mentioned above, SACN’s role differed from that of COMA in that it did not explicitly have 
responsibility for recommending policy, its role was specifically one of risk assessment and 
policy was developed and decided within the Department of Health (DH). Many interviewees 
when asked how policy was made or decided within DH were unclear about this. Even 
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interviewees closely involved in the policymaking process said that this process was difficult to 
describe. However, they were clear that policy was influenced by a number of different factors, 
including but not limited to the evidence from the advisory committee:  
 
“We have SACN who will give independent advice on nutrition. […] the scientific advice 
forms part of the evidence base, that government will think about when coming up with 
its conclusions. Now, for the meat advice we didn’t do an economic analysis. For some 
things you would do an economic analysis, but, um, there’s a, a, kind of ethical point, 
about whether you should be doing an economic analysis on something that is 
potentially a cancer risk, versus something that’s, um, we’ve got an industry selling 
meat. So, for this one, we didn’t do it, kind of for those ethical reasons. […] That’s part 
of the advice, and at the end of the day, for things to become government policy a 
minister needs to agree to them. And a minister will take into account a package of 
evidence that officials will bring together and part of that evidence will be the advice 
from our independent advisory committee.  But not all of it, just part of it. So part of the 
advice may include, acceptability research, with consumers. It may include feasibility 
work with industry.[…] So then you’d say, well, so there’s the scientific advice but could 
you really do it, is it really feasible? So part of that would be feasibility things. And you 
know you have to accept that we’re not going to move back to a stone age diet! 
(laughs).” (Interviewee 11). 
 
From this description within DH there is clearly a partially described series of processes (for 
example feasibility studies) that are carried out and this to some extent tries to take into account 
socio-economic considerations as well as bio-medical ones. This, according to one interviewee 
had been on the agenda for some time: 
“When I was […on…] SACN one of the points that I raised […], was the relative balance 
that was given to the bio-medical considerations compared to the broader socio-
economic considerations, and recognition that the processes that we had in place for 
capturing the socio-economic domain in relationship to policy were, did not appear to be 
as refined or developed as those that we had for capturing the bio-medical 
considerations. And there was a need to think through how one might draw those two 
dimensions together in a more balanced way to inform policy.” (Interviewee 12)  
  
However, it was also clear that personal preferences and alliances played a part in the policy 
making process. In addition, there was some evidence of tension between the two government 
departments DEFRA and the Department of Health. While the interview data does not suggest 
that DEFRA played a part in the SACN deliberations on the risk assessment, it could potentially 
have had a role in an economic analysis to inform policy but as mentioned above this had not 
happened, although according to those close to the policymaking process, DEFRA and the 
meat industry were briefed: 
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“So in the sense of the meat advice, what happened is, SACN did their work, went out 
for public consultation, came back again, we held various engagement events with 
industry, to say this is coming. Spoke to DEFRA to say this is coming, but didn’t take 
their views into [laughs]….you know we just spoke to them to say this is coming, and 
you need to have a think about this chaps, be prepared for it…” […] 
 “RW …why did you do that, why didn’t you ask for their input in this case?  
11 [pause] Um. This was about the publication of the SACN report, and, they, they, 
did not provide scientific arguments to say that meat….they had every opportunity to 
comment on the SACN report, same way everybody else did, they did not marshall 
arguments. SACN are not there to say what the policy should be, they’re there to say 
what the scientific recommendations are. And you know we told DEFRA, these are the 
scientific recommendations, and they were….I’m not saying they were entirely happy, 
but, you know, they didn’t marshall strong enough arguments for our minister to say… 
these are them. And they certainly never put any science into SACN to say you’re 
getting it wrong.” (Interviewee 11)  
 
Friction between DEFRA and the Department of Health was mentioned by several interviewees 
and this was seen as problematic for key stakeholders, for example a meat industry 
representative commented:  
“I think there’s a major lack of communication between the two, which is very worrying 
from our point of view. And often there isn’t, you know, it’s clearly not joined up 
government, you know because obviously DEFRA are in support of the British farmer, 
the English farmers, and making sure that we have got a viable sustainable industry, 
and then the Department of Health come along with something that seems to knock all 
that down. Which is very frustrating….and then of course we get challenged by our 
[members]. What are you doing about this?” (Interviewee 21) 
 
Industry access to government was often mentioned by interviewees; those in public health 
were concerned about the access afforded to the food industry, while those representing the 
industry, felt they didn’t have enough access to government: 
  
“it was interesting beforehand, DEFRA […] asked us to come to a meeting the week 
before. And we thought, strange. Go along, we just want to discuss the health report 
with you, it’s coming out next week. We knew that. What are you going to tell us about 
it? Well we can’t tell you anything but we just want to warn you that it’s coming out next 
week. But well, we knew that it was coming out next week, what are you trying to warn 
us about here? So obviously there was a bit of friction between the two departments 
there, and all we really did, well we knew the iron and health report was coming out 
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anyway so we had press statements all ready and prepared, should we be questioned 
or approached.” (Interviewee 21) 
 
Some interviewees articulated the difficult balance the government were trying to achieve, 
between supporting the meat industry and supporting public health, and were more concerned 
about the transparency of the process:  
 
“I think all the industry have an entrance to government. And I think this government, all 
governments are keen not to destroy industry. Reasonably. And so that’s where you get 
into the interesting thing about politics about balancing different goods and bads. That’s 
politics. […] But I think it’s important that those things are out in the open and I don’t 
think they are.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
It was clear that civil servants within the Department of Health played a key role in building or 
dissipating support for a proposed policy:  
 
“We briefed the Chief Medical Officers around England. The advice from SACN went to 
the CMO she was very very supportive of it. That meant that the Public Health Ministers 
then became very supportive of it and it becomes government policy. You know, that’s, 
that’s what it is.” (Interviewee 11) 
 
8.2.2.3 Theme 3: Tensions between actors and groups of actors 
As mentioned above there was evidence of some tension between the Department of Health 
and the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) during the policy 
making process, with DEFRA not “entirely happy” (Interviewee 11) with the recommendation 
and bracing the meat industry for some knock-on effects. There was also concern in the Food 
Standards Agency about moving responsibility for SACN back into the Department of Health 
and the impact this may have on nutrition policy and the transparency in which it is made. While 
the meat industry was seen by some as having unfair access to government, the industry itself 
felt beleaguered and in some cases suspicious of government health officials and their motives:  
 
“We know a lot of names and there is a large proportion of vegetarians working at the, 
what was FSA, Public Health England and Department of Health. Now, I don’t have a 
problem with people deciding not to eat meat, but I have my suspicions that perhaps 
that does colour their judgement, and I don’t know how you do that. How you address 
that, because there’s prejudices…. 
RW How do you know there’s lots of vegetarians? 
21 Because I go along to the Nutrition Society meetings every year, and I sit at a 
table and I watch which ones are choosing vegetarian options, that’s how I know. And 
they sit beside me and they’ll have a vegetarian option so you know, there’s an inherent 
 192 
bias there. And people are entitled to select what they like, but you know, if it colours 
their judgement when it comes to policy I think it’s a problem.” (Interviewee 21).  
 
As mentioned above the meat industry were seen by some interviewees as having unfair 
access to government, however NGO representatives, for example from leading cancer 
charities, did not feel they had a right to take part in the policymaking process. One 
representative of a cancer charity when asked if they were consulted by SACN or took part in 
policymaking processes said: 
 
“No, no….Nor would I expect them to, if they came to us we’d respond, but it’s not an 
area for our expertise, it’s not something we have expertise on. Our medical board 
consists of two oncologists, two surgeons, three surgeons, a research nurse and a GP. 
So they would have a view, but they aren’t prevention experts, they’re not public health 
experts.” (Interviewee 4) 
 
Other NGO representatives expressed concern about collaborating with other campaigning 
organisations to try to influence policy. An interviewee from an environmental charity said:  
 
“…we tended to and still do slightly steer clear of doing joint things with the Vegetarian 
Society or Vegan Society, not because we don’t think they do good work, but because it 
plays into people’s perceptions about us.[…] the perception that we’re a very narrow, 
environmentally, deep green and therefore we don’t speak to the average Joe in the 
street, or the average family who eats meat every day. We want to be able to be seen 
by people like that as a reasonable voice. […] Only a number of people will go 
vegetarian and yet we want to reach people who will just reduce their meat. And so if 
we start talking about going vegetarian or going vegan, they will immediately turn off 
and walk away, to put it bluntly. And that, it’s just not helpful when we’re trying to make 
a big change and a movement for change.” (Interviewee 27) 
 
8.2.3 Synopsis 
Comparing the interview findings for Research Question 1 from the two embedded units of 
analysis there are some key similarities and some interesting differences. The two periods were 
both characterized by a change in government which led to changes in the nutrition 
policymaking process. In the first unit of analysis (1993-1998) this involved setting up the Food 
Standards Agency and giving it responsibility for nutrition and nutrition policy. In the second 
embedded unit of analysis the new government took nutrition policy back from the FSA into the 
Department of Health. Both units of analysis showed departmentalism with both MAFF/DEFRA 
and the Department of Health acting for their own interests. This created tension between 
departments and the civil servants working for them. However, the policymaking process was 
very different – in the first unit of analysis policy options were largely identified within the 
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advisory committee while in the later period this was carried out within government, behind 












8.3 Research Question 2: Newspaper Reporting 
8.3.1 Major Themes: RQ2: Newspaper reporting 1993-1998 
There were three major themes which emerged from the interview data around newspaper 
reporting in the first embedded unit of analysis (1993-1998). These were: media processes, 
source strategies and the importance of red and processed meat as subject matter for the 
press. 
 
8.3.1.1 Theme 1: Media processes  
Many interviewees mentioned the gatekeepers inherent in the print media production process. 
From journalists’ personal views and agendas which influence which stories they chose to write, 
to their contact with sources who might provide information to write a story, and a chain of news 
editors, heads of department and sub-editors who had influence over how the story is framed, 
the headline and the eventual position of the story in the newspaper.  
 
Most newspaper journalists interviewed working during this period (1993-1998) talked about the 
daily timetable of the newspaper office in which there is a morning meeting, or conference at 
about 1030 or 1100 in which section editors discuss potential stories for the newspaper the next 
day with the editor of the paper, and decide which ones to include. Journalist participants 
described the process of the morning meeting or conference, during which the editors acted as 
gatekeepers, deciding whether stories put forward by journalists should run or not, and how 
they should be framed: 
 
“They come back from conference at, I don’t know, might be 11.30 […] And they say,  
you know “Yes go ahead we want it” it might be a simple as that, or they might say, “yes 
everybody was really interested in this, and the editor said so and so, and would you 
contact so and so and, you know, we want to put it on the front page.” Um, I don’t think 
this would be the case with this…. Well it might be , you know, steak! You know if it was 
really something really strong, new, finding, about too much steak being bad for you, it 
could go on the front page.” (Interviewee 1) 
 
Journalists also talked about the framing of newspaper stories – how difficult it could be to 
change the framing of a press release, and described the process whereby a journalist could 
‘oversell’ or exaggerate a story when pitching to an editor, cautioning against journalists 
overselling stories that they cannot deliver.    
 
All of the journalists interviewed said the headline, and sometimes the ‘standfirst’ or the first 
paragraph of the article would be written by senior news editors or sub editors on the ‘back 
bench’. Unless journalists were there when this was taking place (often overnight during the 
production process of the newspaper), they would not have an opportunity to change the 
headline or the standfirst and this might influence the framing of the article. Some journalists 
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found this problematic, particularly if they perceived this to introduce inaccuracies into the 
article, others saw this as a sort of ‘peer review’ process which could improve the quality of the 
article and prevent individual biases creeping in to reporting.  
  
Journalists interviewed who were working during this period (1993-1998) talked about changes 
due to new technology (particularly the internet) and changes in health reporting. One 
interviewee talked about the increasing amount of information and potential articles the internet 
afforded journalists when it first came into their offices, noting the huge number of stories that 
would come into the newsroom via the internet, so that “famine became feast” (Interviewee 14).   
Another talked about the rise of health pages in newspapers during the 1990s:  
“until The Independent came out, health articles were put on the Women’s page – and 
that was considered to um, er, be the woman’s area of interest as it were, the guardian 
of the family health, and […] the health page proved to be very popular, and so every 
other paper started doing it within quite a short time. […] I suppose you could say it was 
about health in a personal sense, it was about people and their diseases and how to 
keep healthy and examples of all this.” (Interviewee 1) 
 
This interviewee suggested a rise during this time, in articles within the main body of the 
newspaper which reflected readers’ interest in their personal health and how to improve, 
manage or maintain it. One freelance journalist who writes for national newspapers on nutrition 
talked about the rise of the ‘media nutritionist’, suggesting that interviewees perceived a 
particular, and growing, interest at this time from UK newspapers in reports or articles on diet 
and nutrition from a self-help perspective.  
 
8.3.1.2 Theme 2: Source strategies   
Journalists interviewed talked about the importance of their ‘contacts book’ in accessing stories 
and information about stories – and who also would be able to verify or explain complex 
scientific information.  Journalists working during this time (1993-1998) mentioned a relative 
lack of press releases (compared to today) but noted that organizations such as cancer 
charities would phone journalists with stories, and that these organizations valued publicity to 
generate donations. Several interviewees mentioned a lack of proactive “media management” 
during this period by both the government and the meat industry.  For their part, those 
representing the meat industry at this time reported a deluge of media coverage and enquiries, 
particularly about BSE, which overshadowed the COMA Diet and Cancer Report and its 
coverage.  
 
Several interviewees mentioned the impact BSE and other food scares and scandals of the 
1990s had on media reporting: 
“What the media obviously love is something that’s newsworthy which is a controversy 
or a debate. Now the task of the scientist in reviewing the evidence is actually to come 
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to a consensus. […] And I think that in nutrition policy we have been less good rather 
than better at achieving that and the 1990s are clearly recognised as a decade when 
there was a great deal of controversy in and around diet, nutrition, food guidance, to the 
point where the main problem was the statement that the experts never agree with each 
other we’re always getting conflicting messages.” (Interviewee 12) 
 
While journalists interviewed explained that an element of conflict is an important news value, 
making a story which included differences of opinion or “rows” between experts or government 
ministers much more attractive to journalists.  
 
8.3.1.3 Red and processed meat 
Most interviewees, from all three groups, talked about the cultural importance of red meat in the 
British diet and the impact this has on media reporting around this subject. The media have an 
interest in writing stories about meat because, as one interviewee put it “it matters”. Another 
articulated the place of red meat in British culture:  
 
“I think it is interesting because you know the roast beef of old England and all that 
stuff. It’s a cultural thing. I mean that’s the thing about food. That’s the really interesting 
thing about food. It’s the point at which emotion and science collide. Or interact. 
Because it’s both. It’s both a scientific subject and an emotional and sociological 
necessity. It’s a thing that binds families together, sitting round a table eating. So it has 
tremendously strong sentimental and emotional overtones and it’s also scientific, that’s 
what gives it impact, that’s what makes it sexy, I think, to newspapers.” (Interviewee 14) 
 
There was acknowledgement of the change in attitudes towards red meat: 
“When I was a girl, and that was a long time ago, you know you were told in school that 
red meat was healthy for you and particularly if you were a girl, you were told it would 
be good because it would give you lots of iron, and it would give you lots of protein, 
protein was a good thing. So, yes, I mean the story around meat has become pretty 
much reversed from what it was in say the 60s 70s, that in 50 years all the script around 
red meat has become negative and I’m not aware that there’s anybody sort of actively 
championing, any active organised championing of the nutrition case for red meat. And 
the health case for it.” (Interviewee 10) 
 
Another interviewee elaborated on this idea of a change in nutritional messages – a strong 
news value or reason why journalists cover a story is a change in previous advice. When this 
goes further towards a prohibition on eating certain foods, or a ban, this can be problematic, 
and can lead to a media backlash: 
“I can’t imagine actually that the government would ever say “Don’t eat bacon any 
more” because you know they’d be destroying an industry, it would have to be couched 
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in, you know even if some scientist came up with the idea that bacon was so bad that 
we should stop eating it – I think a politician would say, we can’t tell people that, we’d 
have to tell them, just to eat less. But it could be, I suppose, quite a big story. And then I 
suppose there might be features where people write Why I’m Going to Go On Eating 
Bacon, Why I Like Bacon and those sort of things.” (Interviewee 1). 
 
8.3.2 Major Themes: RQ2: Newspaper reporting 2001-2011 
The major themes which emerged from the interview data around newspaper reporting in the 
second embedded unit of analysis (2001-2011) were the same as those emerging from the 
analysis of the interview data about the first embedded unit of analysis (1993-1998), within a 
different context and with different outcomes. These were: media processes, source strategies 
and the importance of red and processed meat as subject matter for the press. 
 
8.3.2.1 Media Processes 
Like the analysis of interview data from the earlier period (1993-1998) the processes which 
drive media reporting were a prominent theme. Journalists from all titles who worked on 
newspapers during this period (2001-2011) also talked about influences on their reporting, 
specifically particular gatekeepers such as news editors, the ‘back bench’ (senior journalists in 
charge of making key production decisions – where stories are placed, how they are edited 
etc.). They talked about changes made to the articles they had written during the production 
process (as noted above the headline and often the ‘standfirst’ is written by someone else, e.g. 
a sub-editor) and the impact this could have on the way an article was framed.  They also talked 
about the impact professional interaction with key gatekeepers, such as editors, could have on 
the framing of their stories.  For example, a freelance journalist, talking about writing about 
government recommendations on red meat and cancer said: 
 
“So my editor […] wanted, you know said really, my headline, you know my photo, 
which I’m going to mock up, is of a cigarette stubbed out into a red steak, and 
(laughs)….and I want the piece to flow from that. And I said…..”Well…yeah, but for me 
this is a ‘on the one hand, on the other’ piece and it cannot honestly be anything else 
[…] So, that’s what I did in that piece. Wtih the end result, I wasn’t very happy with it. 
And you do get, it’s a sort of good example of getting a lot of pressure from busy editors 
who don’t want too much complexity. That’s probably the politest way of putting it.”  
(Interviewee 7) 
 
And a journalist working for a tabloid described the importance of the news editor or the ‘back 
bench’ and their influence on the framing of a story:  
“The back bench, they are the editors who make the decisions on what goes where in 
the newspaper. Which stories are given the greatest amount of space. Are given 
priority. So they are really, they, hold the keys to the kingdom! [laughs] They are very 
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important people! But in terms of a line, they would read your copy, and they would say 
hold on a second, [laughs] what about this, can you go back to this, say, one example, 
Health Protection Agency, and, say, categorically can you rule this out? Or is there a 
risk? Even if it’s a very low risk, is there a risk? […] So you’d go back and do that and 
then, you would relate that back to your news editor. And then they would decide how 
that story would appear.” (Interviewee 15).  
 
This was also reflected in the comments of a journalist working for a broadsheet newspaper:  
“Yes stories can change, and they can change at every stage of the way, from being 
pitched from that individual organization, to the health journalist, to the news desk to the 
editor. Each of those stages will have their own view of what the story will be. But I’d 
say the key interaction will be between specialist journalist and news editor, because 
the news editor may want a particular angle on the story, and then there’d be a 
discussion between the journalist and the news editor as to whether that angle is 
appropriate. And normally in a decent paper like say the Independent or the Guardian 
that, that process will be fairly straight forward and, um, above board if I can put it like 
that. But on some other papers there’s more of an agenda, and I think stories can get 
more influenced at that stage. […] But certainly stories do get influenced and they get 
influenced by a variety of things, including, um, the opinions and arguably prejudices of 
the specialist journalist, the news editor and the editor.” (Interviewee 22) 
 
This same interviewee talked about the way the political leanings of a newspaper can also 
affect the way reports are written by journalists working there:  
  
“You have to remember everyone working in a newspaper is working within a context, 
so they know what that newspaper is like in terms of its overall political views, the 
demography of the readership, what it’s covered recently and how a particular story 
might fit into that coverage. So to some extent these things are unsaid in the sense that, 
if someone’s writing for a very strong left or right wing paper they won’t generally write 
something which would clash with those opinions, there would be an element of self-
censorship if you want.  
RW Do you mean it’s a sort of unwritten rule?  
22 Exactly! It would be unwritten someone would automatically know that they 
shouldn’t write that line of story. But also things would be conveyed down the line, 
verbally, so I mean some of it would be context and sometimes there would be 
comments made.” (Interviewee 22) 
 
Journalists working during this period talked, like the journalists working in the earlier period 
under analysis (1993-1998), about the importance of the morning meeting or conference of 
editors and the difficulties for the journalist of making sure the article they were proposing for 
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the newspaper was not misrepresented by the news editor in the morning meeting. They also 
mentioned the increased pressure on journalists with the introduction of online journalism and 
24-hour news:  
  
“Then if you’ve missed that morning meeting with the editor where they discuss all the 
stories in the paper, then there will be another meeting at 4 o’clock. So you just let them 
know it’s more important, and your boss will then immediately put it up the list if it’s 
important and then he’ll go in and sell it hard, at 4 o’clock to the editor as the best story 
of the day if it is, or, if it’s not as good as you thought, you sort of try and wind it down a 
bit, that’s harder [laughs]. Never oversell a story – it’s harder to get it out of the paper 
than it is to get it in to the paper generally.” (Interviewee 23). 
 
“…increasingly with the advent of online journalism, a story might be broken online, and 
they would see it as being more important than they had done you know that morning.  
So you’d be asked to file more copy on it. But there were times when they just assumed 
that you had just written up the story anyway [laughs] they hadn’t told you it was going 
to run… 
RW Oh really!  
15 …so you would end up just writing everything, to be on the safe side. And 
occasionally there was a breakdown of communication, so you’d have to cover 
everything, but, usually, most of the stories that you’d written would be published, just 
you know to one degree or another.” 
(Interviewee 15)  
 
“I think it’s certainly true that there has been an increase in churnalism. Some reporters 
on some papers are having to churn out 4 or 5 stories a day. And really if you’re writing 
that many stories it’s hard to keep a proper check on context and proportionality and it’s 
easier just to rely on few, you know one or two, or certainly few sources rather than 
ringing round more widely to get a more balanced and nuanced view. So I think across 
the industry, the newspaper industry it’s a problem. I mean, I didn’t feel it personally 
very much, because I was generally left alone to come up with stories and given quite a 
lot of time to do so, but I think I was fairly unusual in that.” (Interviewee 22)  
 
“It would vary but it could be sort of 6 to 8 [stories], a day. And they would generally be 
500 to 800 words long. So it’s a lot. […] most of those wouldn’t make, there was no way 
you’re going to get 8 stories in the paper in a day. Very unlikely, so you’d try and 
concentrate on the ones that are more likely to make and the ones that are least likely 
to make you’d just put a couple of calls in to make sure they’re true and then use the 
wires often, because you’ve just got to get them out of the way quickly. But it means it 
was a machine. […] The sort of machinery of turning stuff around for the sake of turning 
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it around. No journalist should be writing 6 or 8 stories a day. No. Journalist. Should 
write 6 or 8 stories a day.” (Interviewee 23)  
 
Several non-journalist interviewees said they felt newspapers sensationalized or exaggerated 
stories in order to sell newspapers. For example:  
“I think that’s just how the media are, about most stories, and because they’re under 
pressure to sell, whatever their media is. And so the pressure on them is to make it as 
interesting, as exciting or frightening as possible. So, yeah, therefore the tendency is for 
them to exaggerate.” (Interviewee 17) 
 
“Sometimes yeah they’re sensationalising evidence because their interest is in selling 
newspapers, so to some degree they’ve always got to exaggerate. In order to sell 
papers. But I think they can exaggerate either way, in the case of say meat, sometimes 
they’ll go overboard saying it’s really bad for you, bad for cancer or whatever … and this 
is famously the case in food stories that mostly they swing around on whether coffee is 
bad or good for you or whether good or bad for you don’t they?” (Interviewee 13)  
 
As noted above, a category emerging from the data for this period (2001-2011) which was not 
present in the first embedded unit of analysis (1993-1998) was an increased pressure on 
journalists to write more articles and increasing pressure within a struggling industry to sell 
newspapers.  Journalists working in this period said they wrote anything up to 8 articles in a 
day, whereas journalists working in the earlier period said they wrote at most an average of 3 
articles a day. This was attributed to a higher availability of information but also increasing 
competition between rival newspapers – journalist participants described feeling a lot of 
pressure from editorial staff not to ‘miss out’ on stories that might be covered by other 
newspapers. If they were found to have missed a news item then they would get into trouble:  
 
“Especially as a news reporter. It was in your brief, to, you had to bring in the stories. I 
mean I can’t tell you, how horrendous it was. [laughs] Absolutely no shit. But it was 
brilliant training. But yeah you absolutely had to get something that everyone else didn’t 
have.  
RW And what would happen if you didn’t get the story?  
24 Well you’d just feel that you’d failed, you’d never get given a good story again. 
It never happened to me but people got bawled out in the newsroom. Shouted at, things 
thrown, people storming off, that sort of stuff. Big pressure. Yeah.” (Interviewee 24) 
 
“…you would get a phone call at 11 o’clock at night when the first editions come out 
saying why didn’t we have this? Usually the answer is ‘cos it’s an exclusive. And then 
they try and follow it up at 11 o’clock for the last editions. […] And you’re just being 
bombarded with stories. And you’ve got to write loads, even if they’re not going in and 
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sometimes newspapers can just go big on something else. So it would happen, and 
you’d just feel like you hadn’t done a very good job but at the end of the day, it was the 
rest of the year that I wasn’t missing stuff that I was [laughs] reasonably proud of 
myself.  So, you know you’ve got to accept that they’ve put you in a position that you’ve 
got to do your best at and if they’re not employing enough people it’s never going to be 
perfect.” (Interviewee 23) 
 
This resulted in a number of changes in journalists’ behavior. Firstly, journalists were keen to 
persuade their editors to include pieces they had written that they knew would also appear in 
other newspapers.  
 
“If I thought that, they weren’t giving prominence to a story that they should be, or that 
another newspaper would cover this story in a very big way, […] so if I thought the Daily 
Mail was likely to splash on that story, to put it on the front page I would have to jump 
up and down [laughs] and go over to the News Desk repeatedly and tell them that this 
was going to be an important story. And if that failed then I would go and talk to the 
editors called the back bench, who, when they were laying out the stories I would say 
you have to give this prominence, everybody’s going to be covering it” (Interviewee 15)  
 
In addition, it resulted in homogeneity of stories in all the newspapers and a high level of inter-
media agenda setting as newspapers competed with each other to include the same news 
items in their paper.  
“It’s sort of something that you’re always aware of. Yeah you do look at what other 
people do […] 
RW [laughs] So you’ll have other papers will come in and you look at them and you 
look at what’s…. 
18 Oh God yeah. I mean the editors especially will always read the other papers. 
You know, that’s very much a…yeah, to know what everyone else is doing. (Interviewee 
18) 
 
“It would be how do we keep in line with the Daily Mail but also how do we take a step 
ahead, how do we get that exclusive that they would probably be after at the same time, 
so there’s a lot of rivalry [laughs]. And it’s mad because a lot of the Health 
Correspondents talk to each other regularly, get on when they go to briefings, they 
discuss topics with each other, but at the end of the day it’s about selling newspapers.” 
(Interviewee 15) 
 
As noted by the interviewee quoted above, newspaper health correspondents knew each other 
well and would regularly see each other at industry events or at press conferences. Newsworthy 
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topics or the framing of a story would be discussed by journalists at these events. Some 
participants talked about this as a sort of support network –  
 
“…everyone is quickly going through [the report] and you know all of the different 
journalists are looking, flicking through quickly and, it’s brilliant when you have each 
other there, because you’re often looking at slightly different things. And you know, one 
journalist might pick up something and then ask a question and then you all turn to the 
page and they’ve spotted ‘the thing’. And then another journalist will have got another 
bit and so you actually do rely on having that broader knowledge that you all have 
collectively there.” (Interviewee 23) 
 
In addition, journalists would use the opportunity to work together to make sure they all had the 
same story:  
  
“Either in the briefing, or if they don’t do it in the briefing it will be afterwards, like during 
discussion afterwards, because everyone wants to make sure, when a story’s all round 
they want to make sure that it’s covered adequately and appropriately, and that 
everybody’s doing it and that, that nobody gets a telling off the next day for not covering 
that story [laughs].” (Interviewee 15).   
 
“You were certainly allies. No one wanted anyone to… you know you could phone up 
and say I didn’t get my notes on that, I was 10 minutes late for the press conference, 
what happened? You know. But obviously you would still want exclusives, and you’d 
expect them to help you out, as you would help them out but no it was very much a nice 
beat to be on.  
RW And would you discuss stories with them, and if you came out of a press 
conference discuss what had happened and what you thought about it?  
24 Yeah absolutely, you’d say I’m going on this angle, and they’d say well I’m at 
the Telegraph I’m not going on that angle I’m going on this angle, or I’m at the Sun I’m 
going on this angle cos Sun readers care about this more, you know, so yeah, 
definitely.” (Interviewee 24)  
 
One journalist participant talked about the impact of newspaper sales figures on the stories that 
appeared on the front page of the newspaper:  
“So they knew that diet and cancer stories or diet and health stories were popular. Or 
how to live longer stories. They’d be looking at the [sales] stats and then if there’d be a 
spike they’d sort of be more interested in those stories in the future the next time one 
came along.  But, the problem is, are they good stories? So I mean the diet and cancer 
one I think is a genuine story, there is good research behind it, it’s been said by various 
organisations and then the government adopted it, that was a genuine story. The 
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problem is you can have genuine stories and then a few months later another story 
comes along on the same subject but it’s not very good research, however it will be 
pushed up the agenda because they know that last time there was a genuinely good 
story it sold loads of copies, maybe this one people will be as interested in because it’s 
on the same subject matter but it says something different.” (Interviewee 23)  
 
As well as direct pressure from proprietors to include particular types of story, journalists 
working for tabloid press talked about the pressure within the organization to complain against 
any suggestion of ‘nanny state’ – or the government ‘telling us what to do’. For example, one 
journalist said:  
“They were quite into the nanny state […]. They can’t tell us to do this, and they can’t 
tell us to do that, we don’t want the nanny state. But weirdly I sort of seemed to avoid it 
quite a lot. I sort of, I hated the whole nanny state thing.” (Interviewee 23)  
 
“I think that they know that the officials who are the medical advisors who are drawing 
up the guidelines have their job to do, but they believe as a free press they have the 
right, and it is their….not, not just have the right, it is their role to say, pipe down, stop 
telling us what to do.” (Interviewee 15) 
 
“I would say all the papers, […] you know, there’s that degree of autonomy, you are an 
individual, you have the right to make your own decisions and live your life a certain, 
way, provided it doesn’t harm other people.” (Interviewee 15) 
 
Participants recalling this period of policymaking frequently mentioned the difference between 
specialist journalists and news reporters. Participants from all three groups talked about building 
relationships with a handful of journalists, often finding the specialist health correspondents to 
be more useful than the news reporters:    
 
“…where a health thing is in the news, you’re in a completely different dimension [to 
correspondents or editors] […] you’re talking to journalists who, they’re very bright, but 
they’ve got an attention span of 15 seconds. They have no specialist knowledge and all 
they’re interested in is a slick one liner that’s different from what happened twenty 
minutes ago.” (Interviewee 3) 
 
“So you know there’s a difference between the news piece and the general reporting 
where you’re dealing with, for example, The Times, or The Guardian, or The Telegraph, 
where you’ve got a special correspondent for health. […] they have, major pieces which 
condition thinking amongst the intelligentsia, so it’s very well worth going down that 
road and I’ve done endless stuff on that.” (Interviewee 3) 
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“You know the health correspondents, the health editors they don’t get things wrong. 
(laughs) They understand – that’s the point about being a specialist correspondent? If 
there’s something that doesn’t appear quite right, either you haven’t said it in the right 
way, you realise afterwards, or, it’s been edited wrongly, which we just can’t help, but 
the point is it’s about building a relationship going forward.” (Interviewee 4) 
 
 “I mean the very nature of news stories, news stories are not nuanced, you see I think 
you have to really make a distinction between news stories, between features, between 
comment, analysis, opinion, all these are very different styles of things and you’re never 
going to get complex nuanced ideas in a news story it’s not really their function. In a 
feature you’re going to get informed but you’re not necessarily going to get analysis, so 
it’s going to be comment and opinion that’s going to have analysis and look at more 
complex ideas as a general rule.” (Interviewee 10) 
 
These recognized differences between types of journalist and types of newspaper article 
influenced non-journalist interviewees’ view of what they read in the newspaper and their 
actions in terms of journalists they chose to make links or build relationships with.  
 
8.3.2.2 Source strategies  
As mentioned above, participants reported a great increase in the amount of source information 
available during this period (2001-2011) and a greater degree of competition between 
newspaper titles.  Along with this came a notable frustration with the media and frustration on 
the part of media about levels of interaction and the strategies and gatekeepers employed to 
manage that interaction. Journalists reported an irritation with increased levels of PR activity, 
feeling they were being bombarded with press releases and potential story topics, but also 
feeling that the PR industry often acted as ignorant gatekeepers, deliberately employed by 
those in power to protect them from media interest. 
“You’ve got the rise and rise of the PR companies who are now incredibly powerful at 
setting the agenda of what people are doing, and are very manipulative as well and 
aggressive.  
RW What do you mean by that?  
23 Well they will try and control stories and spin stories in a way that they want to 
and you can’t get to the people who you need to speak to who are the people in the 
organisations themselves, because you’re being blocked by PRs who actually usually 
don’t know anything about anything that you’re trying to write about. And actually make 
things often worse. Because they block your access to the people you need to speak 
to.” (Interviewee 23) 
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For their part, both government and stakeholders expressed frustration with media tactics and 
irritation with media processes and practices – that they were frequently having to field media 
requests for information: 
“I think there’s always been a media interest for anything related to food, diet, lifestyle. 
So, any story that is linked to that in any way as you’ve seen with the protein (laughs) 
comparing that to smoking…. any story that’s linked to diet and lifestyle gets picked up 
by the media. […] So it’s, can be quite frustrating when these small, um, less robust 
studies, shall we say get picked up and, run by the media.” (Interviewee 6) 
 
“Nutrition sells papers, a wee bit.  I mean we always say, Friday afternoon, don’t 
answer the phone! Because all the weekend press run nutrition articles over the 
weekend, they run food articles, very often nutrition articles over the weekend. And they 
basically work Friday night to get them ready, so, you know, we often get pulled in. I 
have a team of 28 I could spend my entire team’s, 100% of their time, just trying to do 
media, stuff for the press.” (Interviewee 11) 
 
Interviewees from both the meat industry, NGOs and the government reported feeling under 
attack from the media during periods of intense scrutiny. Representatives from the meat 
industry were particularly concerned at the amount of negative coverage they felt red and 
processed meat received. These groups of actors reported an action they occasionally took was 
to say nothing to dampen down interest from journalists. However during this period they 
reported developments in tactics to manage media interest, for example hiring PR companies to 
monitor media coverage, or to handle correspondence with journalists. They also set up 
separate, apparently independent, arms-length groups or organizations to promote their 
interests, for example the Meat Advisory Panel (a group offering advice on meat consumption 
affiliated to EBLEX, the English Beef and Lamb Executive and BPEX the British Pork Executive) 
and Eating Better (a group offering advice on meat consumption affiliated to a number of 
environmental NGOs).  
 
“Over the last years it’s shifted really. Because at the beginning we knew they would 
either ignore us or attack us, you know, back in the late noughties and we were going to 
be represented as lentil eating vegan dissenters, kind of thing. Even though that’s not 
what we are. Representation of us in the, in the tabloids, and the broadcast media.” 
(Interviewee 27)  
“One of the reasons we set up Eating Better was that we were getting messages back 
[…] that we were coming across as inconsistent, […] all the different groups talking 
about meat were not saying the same thing. I don’t think this is true but that was the 
message that we were getting. And it was also a bit too narrow in focus. […] And so we 
[…] started developing a whole messaging, website, alliance strategy and stuff like that. 
[…] we did quite a lot of work on what our identity would look like, particularly the name. 
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And that was difficult to come up with. But there is a media strategy in that.” 
(Interviewee 27) 
 
“…what we do do, is we work with a PR agency, probably a lot of big organisations do 
this, ours is called Nexus […] And Nexus pulled together for us a panel of experts we 
call the Meat Advisory Panel, and you know there are a number of experts on that 
group, I think we’ve got six at the minute, from different backgrounds, dietician  
nutritional epidemiologist, GP, ex-Professor in Nutrition, oncologist, and a gut man, and 
in situations where we need a spokesperson we’ll get a quote from them, an 
independent quote – I could do it, but the press wouldn’t believe me, they’d say, but you 
work for them – you would say that wouldn’t you. So that’s what I’m always challenged 
with so that’s why we do have to have another avenue of people who we’re confident 
will represent us well in the press. But, are seen to be, and are indeed independent in 
their own right.” (Interviewee 21)  
 
In addition, interviewees reported using social media as a way of bypassing the mass media 
e.g. newspapers altogether and communicating directly with their audience.  
 
“So, we do think media’s an important way, but we don’t always get it because we don’t 
have the resources. So we use other means. For instance like doing a Buzz Feed story, 
I’ve got a person in IT who does great Buzz Feed things and we’ll do blogs and things 
like that, and I do a lot of tweeting, which occasionally, on the odd occasions got me 
media coverage. […] I definitely feel that there’s very different routes to reaching people 
now, via social media….and to be honest, getting a quote at the end of an article on 
page 4 of the Guardian you know, doesn’t give you much feedback, you know doesn’t 
give you much reach in terms of changing public opinion.” (Interview 27) 
 
This issue of using the media to ‘change public opinion’ came up several times. One 
interviewee talked about the point in a campaign at which you would use the media to try to 
influence policy, suggesting that this was more effective the beginning of the policy making 
process, if there is little political appetite for change:  
“I tried to get the British government, the Department of Health to fund some research 
into the effects of price on consumption in a sort of starting point to looking at fiscal 
instruments but […] there’s no been no real interest in even investigating the question. 
So you have to….it depends on what the policy is and what part of the policy process 
you’re trying to influence. If you’re trying to influence the beginning of a policy change 
such as you know the idea that you can use taxes to influence prices then, then the 
most fruitful field for getting policy change is through the media but if it’s the end of the 
process where the government’s or the opposition party’s decided to do something then 
there are better ways of changing things in a less media oriented way.” (Interviewee 13) 
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Several participants in the stakeholder group talked about media training and how that had 
helped them manage the sometimes stressful experience of being interviewed by journalists. 
They talked about being taught to use the media as an opportunity to sell their message, and 
the importance of identifying the message they wanted to get across before the interview, and 
sticking to this line or framing of the issue during the interview, regardless of the questions they 
were asked. For example:  
“…through media training, we’ve learnt that whatever interview you give, there are 
messages that we want to get out, that we want to communicate. So if there’s a story 
on, I don’t know, this “super food” reduces your risk of cancer, one: we’ll talk about 
there’s no such thing as superfoods really it’s just a marketing tool, and messages we 
want to communicate about lifestyle risk factors and what you can do, what evidence 
supports that you can do to reduce your risk, so we use every interview as an 
opportunity to communicate those messages, no matter what the story is.” (Interview 6)  
 
“…most people when they go into a media interview in a situation without any training, 
see it as a sort of, almost like a job interview, where someone asks you a question and 
you want to satisfy that person because they’re the person of power, whereas actually, 
it’s a slightly sort of artificial structure because actually you don’t care what that 
interviewer thinks of you, all you care is what the viewer thinks of you and if you could 
you’d sort of thrust them out of the way and just grab the camera and say, this is what 
we want you to know, so it’s about doing that, but in a way that sort of conforms with the 
question and answer structure, I think.” (Interview 8) 
 
Participants from all three groups, stakeholders, journalists and government noted the use of 
‘pre-pieces’ or ‘trails’. These were press releases pre-emptively offered to specific journalists as 
exclusives by press officers from government, NGOs or industry.    
   
“So basically cos of that fear that you’re not going to get any coverage on the day which 
is always a possibility, we basically gave a bit of a teaser to the Observer to preview the 
fact that it’s coming out.” (Interview 8) 
 
“It would be standard government tactic to trail a big story, with one or two of the 
Sunday newspapers, ahead, that gave some details of the report but not all. And the 
idea is with a report that you want to get coverage for and frame well you want to make 
sure that you’re stretching the coverage so more people can see it but then also you’re 
positioning it, ahead of releasing it to all news outlets, so that it’s running well from the 
start. And it’s much harder if you have one news outlet that says, you know this is great 
news, for another news outlet to say well this isn’t great news because they’re 
contradicting each other, if that makes sense.”  (Interview 20) 
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In this way stakeholders and government were able to secure coverage for their report and try 
to elongate the duration of the coverage because media outlets, through intermedia agenda-
setting, tend to follow and copy each other.   
 
8.3.2.3 Red and processed meat  
Participants emphasized the importance of particular types of red and processed meat in the 
media reporting around this issue. Of particular note during this period (2001-2011) was the 
prominence of bacon in the press reporting. The WCRF had suggested processed meat, such 
as bacon, should be consumed as little as possible, if at all, in their report on diet and cancer of 
2007.  This idea of a ‘ban’ on bacon was seen as a threat to national identity by some 
interviewees:  
 
“I think it’s because it’s a threat to how people perceive themselves.  So how you eat, is 
a very important part of your identity.  It’s part of national culture it’s part of individual 
culture, at every different level it’s part of culture, even your family, and this is a kind of 
threat to that.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
Interviewees also felt that part of the newsworthiness of a story involving cutting down, or 
stopping eating red and processed meat was that this was a change in accepted lay 
understandings of a healthy diet: 
I suspect, you know, that if I could remember 50 years ago red meat was probably one 
of the ultimate health foods that people just wanted to eat more of, because you know 
it’s certainly a rich source of many nutrients. But it is rather strange actually that the 
assumption is we’re looking for something bad with red meat, when it’s discussed and 
health aspects you know, people are looking for whether it might cause cancer, heart 
disease, Alzheimer’s, arthritis…, you name it really, red meat falls under suspicion. 
Without much…the rationale for that is not very clear, usually. And I think it is a sort of 
way of thinking at the moment.” (Interviewee 17)   
 
“I think it’s the fact that people don’t necessarily think that red meat is an unhealthy 
food, they don’t necessarily think that processed meat is an unhealthy food. So, to have 
someone tell you to limit the amount you’re having of what you thought was one healthy 
food and you know I think people would generally think that ham in a child’s sandwich is 
a perfectly acceptable healthy lunch, and to be told not to do that and that the best 
amount of processed meat to have is none at all, was, … a shock for people.” 
(Interviewee 8) 
 
Another interviewee emphasized the place red meat has had in the British diet for many years, 
not only being seen as a nutritious food, but also as tasty and enjoyable: 
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“Well don’t forget the British public has been bombarded for sixty years about the 
wonderful value of meat. And the other thing is in general terms it would appear that 
meat is quite an attractive food for people to eat. And, I think that that’s all to do with, 
you know particularly cooked meat, and the cooked meat is stimulates the umami 
receptors, taste receptors, so I think, there’s an element of biological attractiveness. […] 
So, you know, it tastes jolly good. And the media love to have a go, not too often, so 
they’re not classified as being miserable devils. But you know stark horror, they love 
that sort of dilemma. It’s pure cynicism I think.” (Interviewee 3)  
 
A journalist interviewee supported this last point – that the media tend to highlight stories that 
expose the audience to a moral dilemma, to catch the audience’s attention and get them talking:   
 
“Yeah, the red meat and cancer. And it lent itself to great headlines. I think one of them 
was like ‘Save Our Bacon’ [laughs] and they knew that it would get people talking the 
next day. I think it was the Deputy Editor of the newspaper at the time, had seen that I’d 
filed the story and said: Ohhhh! We’ve got to do more on this!!! Have you seen what 
they’re saying?! I want you to get them on the phone again and ask them about bacon 
sandwiches specifically!  [laughs] Which is what I did. That’s how that story just 
snowballed. And everybody was talking about it and saying oh my goodness they’re 
banning this, or they’re saying we should eat less of this again! And it just got 
everybody talking about it.” (Interviewee 15) 
 
The same journalist explained that highlighting this moral dilemma (you love bacon sandwiches, 
but eating them can give you cancer) allows journalists to accuse the government or nutrition 
scientists of “nannying” the public, or interfering in areas of their life (e.g. their diet) without the 
right to do so:    
 
“Because they are food that are very, very popular in this country. And cheap, widely 
available, everybody enjoys them, they’re seen as a bit of a treat as well. And, the 
tabloids in particular….not just the tabloids the broadsheets as well love any story 
whereby somebody’s telling you, don’t do this, or ban this, what they would call 
nannying stories. So it would give them, you know, a cause to fight for.  
RW What do you mean, they’ve got a cause to fight for what do you mean by that?  
15 They rally against interference from government and public bodies and to a 
degree from the medical profession, so, their attitude is, certainly from experience, 
there are very few pleasures in life, please allow us, a bacon sandwich, or a sausage 
sandwich [laughs]” (Interviewee 15) 
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Several interviewees noted this tendency of the press to complain about nutrition advice from 
government, which they would rail against as a ‘nanny state’.  
 
8.3.3 Synopsis 
Comparing the interview data for Research Question 2 from the two embedded units of analysis 
there are some key similarities and some interesting differences. Media processes were very 
important in both cases, but in the later period (2001-2011) a notable difference was that  
interviewees reported an increase in PR activity and the use of digital information to find stories. 
At the same time there was increased commercial pressure on journalists employed as staff by 
newspapers, which meant they felt pressure to both cover more stories and not to miss stories 
covered by other newspapers. This, and a close relationship between health and science 
Participants noted an increase in PR activity, and PR companies being engaged by 
stakeholders for example meat industry bodies and NGOs. In addition, stakeholder actors would 
attempt to make their messages more credible to the media and to the public by setting up 
‘independent’ organisations which they felt would be viewed as having fewer vested interests 
than themselves. Although research has shown a decline in red and processed meat 
consumption, interviewees reported that red and processed meat products such as beef and 
bacon were given high cultural significance in media coverage. This was linked to a perceived 
antagonism towards the nanny state especially if the media felt that specific meat products e.g. 
bacon was being banned by authoritative organisations e.g.: government or highly thought of 
NGOs or cancer charities.  
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8.4 Research Question 3: Interaction between press and policy 
This section reports on the analysis of the interviews with respect to the third research question, 
“What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy?”. During the analysis of 
interviews, it became clear that rather than a causal link between newspaper coverage and 
nutrition policy in this case (as this third RQ suggests) there was a more complex interaction 
taking place, with media, stakeholders and government ministers, advisors and press officers 
adopting strategies to manipulate media coverage according to their own agendas.  
 
As noted above the participants in the interviews were drawn from three key groups: journalists, 
government policymakers, and stakeholders.  For ease of reporting, the findings are presented 
in two parts, first the first embedded unit of analysis, the policy development period 1993-1998, 
second, the second embedded unit of analysis, the policy development period 2001-2011. In 
each case, each interview group is reported on in turn. First stakeholders, in this case defined 
as those who had a stake in the policy or policymaking process for example meat industry 
representatives, cancer charity representatives, campaigners for meat reduction. Second 
government policymakers, for example ministers, press officers, advisory committee members. 
Thirdly, media representatives – for example journalists, sub-editors, freelance food writers who 
write for UK newspapers.   
 
8.4.1 Major Themes: RQ3: Interaction between press and policy, first embedded case 
study 1993-1998 
8.4.1.1 Stakeholders 
Interviewees talking about their work during this period identified little use of large scale, formal 
PR (Public Relations) tactics, on the part of stakeholders, to manage media coverage in order to 
set the public or policy agenda.  They did, however, talk about ways in which individual 
stakeholders built relationships with specific journalists, for example inviting them to sit on their 
boards or serve on foundations.  Interviewees from the stakeholder group recalling this period 
also talked about ways in which they might have personal contacts with particular journalists for 
example meeting them in private clubs or knowing them personally e.g. having met them at 
university. More structured PR activity was not identified, in fact interviewees from the journalist 
group commented that the meat industry was often difficult to make contact with. For their part, 
meat industry representatives commented that their own strategy was sometimes to keep quiet 
during period of media scrutiny, to avoid negative coverage. In addition, during this period 
(1993-1998) interviewees recalled that they were very busy dealing with the ‘fallout’ from BSE 
and were not used to having to defend their product on health grounds.  
 
In addition meat industry representatives commented that advertising campaigns to encourage 
higher levels of meat eating were not common after the 1980s, because of the negative health  
implications of high levels of red meat consumption, and although there were British Meat 
adverts promoting British beef in the mid-1990s continuing through to the late-2000s (see 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WAkjGn_i_wY ‘British Beef: The Recipe for Love’ and ‘At 
Home With Beefy and Lamby’ 2004-2009) these had a more subtle and ‘responsible’ message, 
which reflected what they saw as the improvements to the nutritional value of red meat.  
  
This perhaps reflects more of a focus from the meat industry on its own marketing messages 
and a growing desire to control media messaging by putting out its own messages rather than 
engaging with journalists for example from UK newspapers.  Similarly, representatives from 
public health bodies (e.g. cancer charities) or NGOs (e.g. environmental or food campaigners) 
working during this period and interviewed for this study reported little formal ‘news 
management’ activity in order to advance their arguments in the media.  However, there were, 
again, reports of interested individuals using particular contacts in the media to put forward their 
own personal views and advance their own agenda. One interviewee commented that bigger 
issues, such as the formation of the Food Standards Agency were being played out in the 
media by interested parties, using the more ‘trivial’ issue of red meat consumption as a reason 
for discussing food safety in broader terms, specifically to argue that nutrition should be part of 
the new Food Standards Agency’s remit:  
 
“And then it got into the media.  Don’t know who leaked it to the media, but it did get 
into the media. […] So, I think that people were pursuing their own agendas in their own 
particular ways.[…] And, I’m not sure whether they made any difference to whether 
nutrition got into the Food Standards Agency or not, probably made it more difficult 
rather than easier, but that I think was the purpose of the exercise.” (Interviewee 2)  
 
Similarly, several interviewees recognized that the media was a useful public arena in which 
stakeholders could advance their arguments or raise policy issues in order to place an issue on 
the public or policy agenda and also broadcast it to key decision makers in government. 
However, the processes they described to do this were not formal e.g. using press officers or 
PR companies, rather using an informal network of contacts within the media.  
 
8.4.1.2 Government  
The analysis of interviewees talking about this period (1993-1998) indicates that government 
press officers were not routinely ringing up journalists that were participants in this study, more 
often sending out information via press releases, or organizing press conferences. One 
journalist commented:  
 
“Well the government isn’t proactive like that, is it? You know, very very rarely have I 
had a phone call from a government press officer, saying this is a story, or this is an 
angle on something. I mean they do do it occasionally, but it’s pretty unusual, they 
usually just send out the bumf.” (Interviewee 1) 
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This may have been linked to a perceived strategy several interviewees mentioned on the part 
of the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food (MAFF) who despite having a large press office 
operating 24 hours a day to deal with ‘crises’, were reluctant to release information: 
 
“Well we had a massive press office. At MAFF in those days. It was a very substantial, 
press office. And the other thing was, because of the way Whitehall worked, I don’t 
know if it’s still the case today, probably still is. Only Defence and DEFRA, have a 24-
hour unit that operates permanently in the building, that was the case. For crises. […] 
RW Were they interested in how the press would pick up something like this? 
25 […] Um, no MAFF’s view was not to tell anyone about anything.  Avoid 
answering the questions. That was their view.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
While interviewees reported that frequent contact by government with media organizations was 
limited within the field of food and health policy, several interviewees talked about a different 
relationship operating for lobby correspondents – political journalists who were based at 
Westminster and who particularly concentrated on political news. This was described as a 
different relationship than was experienced by health or consumer correspondents, who, as 
noted above, for the most part, were not in regular contact with ministers, MPs or policy makers 
at this time. However, participants did talk about key players within government who made an 
effort to build relationships with trusted journalists. This was either informal, for example one 
interviewee talked about meeting journalists at his private members’ club, or ringing them up for 
a chat:  
 
“I had a policy where I had a select 8 to 10 key journalists and I would talk to them and 
they would talk to me, I would never quote them and they would never quote me.  And 
that’s a very effective way of getting into social policy, health policy, politics, agriculture, 
food business, who’s in charge – you know, foreign policy. […] And what you have to do 
is to explain the dilemma and the dimensions of the pressures going on in society, and, 
you know, you don’t give it to an ordinary journalist. That is critical. You get nowhere 
near ordinary journalists. You have to select.” (Interviewee 3) 
 
In addition, government ministers would arrange informal press meetings, in order to meet 
specialist correspondents face to face: 
  
“Well the ministers from time to time, you know ministers of health and so forth. They 
feel that they want to get to know the journalists. You  know some of them are kind of 
more media savvy than others, and they invite you to lunches, or drinks parties and 
things, it might be one of those sort of lunches where there’s half a dozen or a dozen 
people from different media and you all start off and you have your first course, and 
then, they clink clink clink on the glass and, I’ll just have a few words, and the minister 
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says something about the things that he’s doing to address certain problems, but it’s 
usually a pretty bland, you know, I mean that sort of stuff doesn’t usually produce 
stories. But you might feel that you’re getting to know the minister, and the minister 
feels he’s getting to know you, and so he’s making an effort to be approachable which 
is a good thing.” (Interviewee 1) 
 
Participants working within government during this period reported that media scrutiny over this 
issue became intense during the period when the COMA report was published and then 
withdrawn. The media’s involvement in policymaking at this point created a frenzied atmosphere 
within government and that could affect decision making: 
 
“…and Number 10 would say, What are you doing about this, what’s the reaction? 
Other papers would follow it up you see – so would the BBC, follow it up! So you’d 
know that was going to happen. And they’d be setting the agenda on these things.” 
(Interviewee 25) 
 
“…everything was going so fast, you know at six o’clock in the morning and ten o’clock 
at night, there was no single person managing it, and there was constant tension 
between Department of Health, MAFF, through the Joint Food Safety and Standards 
Group, […] so, it was going to be chaos.  
RW And, how does the media than feed into that chaos? 
2 It just heightens….it pushes the level of excitement and feverishness to a point 
where it’s very difficult to take time out and step back and make reasoned decisions. 
There are so many people involved. There’s a front page story, you have to get back 
and respond. […] I mean so that’s very acute, that’s a specific situation and so that 
acute situation can lead to bad policymaking. I’m not sure whether it made any 
difference to the actual eventual outcome in terms of policy, it was more to do with 
strategy and tactics at the time. Push people into doing things quickly and calling 
emergency meetings and all that kind of stuff. Which, probably wasn’t necessary.” 
(Interviewee 2) 
  
There were two approaches put forward by participants from the policy making interviewee 
group to deal with this. Firstly, policymakers would try to manage the scientific evidence before 
presenting it to the media – to present a united front rather than uncertainty. Secondly, the new 
Labour Government were considering increasing their commitment to openness and 
transparency in government. There was a view reported that a level of transparency in the way 
government operated would reduce scare stories by being open about uncertainty. This was an 
approach which the government hoped to adopt with the introduction of the new Food 
Standards Agency which planned to operate in a more transparent and open way, and would be 
open about uncertainty. There is obviously a tension between these two approaches – one 
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seeks to remove uncertainty before presenting it to the public, the other seeks to be open about 
uncertainty and so reduce scaremongering in the press.  One interviewee familiar with 
government policymaking processes at the time felt that interested parties were using the issue 
of red meat and cancer in the media as a battleground on which to fight over the formulation of 
the Food Standards Agency: 
 
“Well I think they [the media] were incited…and I think they were incited to do it at a 
time, a new Labour government, brand new Labour government, issues about the Food 
Standards Agency, so, relatively big political issues. So I think that’s what they were 
using, we were just the battleground on which that was fought. I think. So the context 
was really all for that. The issue itself, was pretty trivial.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
Overall interviewees reported a low-key and informal relationship with specialist health print 
journalists at this time except for the period during which the COMA report was first published 
when they reported that the intense media scrutiny caught policy makers unawares and had a 
potentially negative impact on policymaking processes.  
 
8.4.1.3 Media  
The reporters of the time talked during the interviews about how this issue could be used as a 
lens through which to analyse the recently elected Labour government and its new ministers of 
state. They used it to look at the formation of the Food Standards Agency and used comments 
or information from trusted nutrition ‘experts’ within their contacts to inform their writing. 
Journalists interviewed by and in large did not feel that they had influence among government 
policy makers. They did not imagine that their articles or reports were read by policymakers or 
ministers – however they did think some journalism was influential in the policy sphere – 
journalists interviewed cited the Daily Mail as the most influential national newspaper: 
 
“I don’t know if I’ve ever felt that [my writing had influence] but I’ve never worked for the 
Daily Mail. I think the Daily Mail, I think it has a huge influence on politicians.”  
 
“Well, I mean The Mail leads these people! You know, I mean the Daily Mail’s, a 
successful money making newspaper. You can’t really ignore it. And it’s pretty 
frequently that the more serious papers will take a Mail story and make it look slightly 
more adult.” (Interviewee 7) 
 
“I mean our biggest competitor […] was the Daily Mail, and so if I thought the Daily Mail 
was likely to, to splash on that story, to put it on the front page I would have to jump up 
and down [laughs] and go over to the News Desk repeatedly and tell them that this was 
a, you know it was going to be an important story. And if that failed then I would go and 
talk to the, the editors called the Back Bench, who, when they were laying out the 
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stories I would say you have to give this prominence, everybody’s going to be covering 
it.” (Interviewee 15) 
 
Those interviewed who worked within government also identified the Daily Mail as an influential 
publication for policymakers:  
 
“Oh well, the Mail? Well it sells, what is it a million, two million a day? And, the BBC 
love it! You know. You know I mean I hate to say this but I have to buy the Mail on a 
Saturday and Sunday see what the enemy’s saying! Because, the fact of the matter is, 
it is true, what people have said, and my experience in government, in different 
departments, and different departments as well it was the same! Does this pass or fail 
the Daily Mail test? (laughs) It’s bloody true! It’s outrageous but it’s true!” (Interviewee 
25) 
 
“Well I mean what the Daily Mail and The Sun decide, is roughly what the Prime 
Minister and key cabinet people do, I mean they’re not very experienced in 
policymaking and they’re experienced in power politics, but they are desperate to, try 
and win the next election. And they’ll go for, with any populist thing.” (Interview 3) 
 
In addition, those from the stakeholder group of interviewees also identified the Daily Mail as an 
influential organ:  
“…we know a lot of people read the Daily Mail. So it’s a big audience that we can talk 
to.  I think we’ve worked with them before on something else. Maybe on myth busting or 
something. We have worked with the Daily Mail in terms of trying to get our messages 
out there, so, […] it can be a useful avenue to get your messages across as well, 
because […] they’ve got a massive audience.” (Interview 6) 
 
“You know we have lengthy conversations negotiating why people should be very 
happy if their work goes in the Daily Mail, the fact that it’s still got the biggest reach of 
any publication in the UK, um that’s a very different creature from the website, so you 
have to kind of make sure you navigate that. […] But you make a case by case basis 
when you’re assessing who’s the story for. If it’s something that’s got a really obvious 
relevance, for a Sun readership, you make sure that you’re doing what you can to make 
sure that the journalist knows that that article is available, and that you’ve got people 
that they can talk to and that they can talk in a way that Sun readership will relate to. So 
yeah, you’d never kind of just go, great we’ve got it in the broadsheets, that’s the job 
done.” (Interviewee 19) 
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8.4.2 Major Themes: RQ3: 2001-2011 
This section lays out the analysis of the interviews carried out for this study with respect to the 
third research question and the second embedded unit of analysis – which covers the period 
2001-2011.   
 
8.4.2.1 Stakeholders 
Stakeholders who were interviewed (representatives from NGOs such as cancer research 
charities, food pressure groups or from meat industry representative bodies) reported a concern 
with media messages and how their organization was portrayed in the media. They described 
the strategies they had developed to manage media coverage, for example media training, in 
which they would learn strategies to get their message across during media interviews, or how 
they could use press releases to advance their message in the press:   
 
“A channel, a medium, yes the media are a medium through which you can get your 
own messages. By and large they’re pretty bloody lazy. You provide them with a copy, 
and that’s what comes out. There are one or two people who are particularly interested, 
and then you sit down and talk them through, and by and large, the interested ones, 
you know from the Independent or the Guardian and so on want to get it right. They 
might come with a particular perspective, but if you can make sure that they get their 
science and facts right, then, I’m basically happy.” (Interviewee 2) 
 
“We certainly look at what the media says, and, yes, we are concerned about it. And, as 
I say, that, sometimes it feels like we’re fire-fighting, so when, you know, there’s a small 
study on a small number of people showing this, and then, that gets told in the media, 
it’s our role to correct that misinformation. Very fortunately we’ve got a great press 
team, so we can get in touch with the media and especially the, types of media, or 
media companies that want to put out the correct information, and use those channels 
to do that. So yeah, we do monitor, very closely (laughs) what’s being said.” 
(Interviewee 6) 
 
Several interviewees reported adopting this ‘firefighting’ approach to media management, in 
which a press team, whether internal or external (e.g. a PR company) would help manage a 
response to press reporting they anticipated to be inaccurate or damaging. Some interviewees 
reported using the media to raise the profile of a particular message, campaign or product. They 
felt that the media could be used to get policies on the public agenda.  
“…we [charities] all do the same thing, we all see media as another means of getting 
the issue out. So it’s about specific policy issues but it’s also about across the long time 
period, if you’ve constantly got a conversation going around bowel cancer, it might be a 
number of separate stories or a number of separate issues, you’re clearly making a 
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case that bowel cancer’s an important issue. Because there’s a constant conversation 
about it.” (Interviewee 4) 
 
Some interviewees did not see this issue of red meat consumption and cancer prevention as an 
issue that needed to be put on the government policy agenda – they didn’t see what the ‘policy 
ask’ would be, considering it less of an issue for structural or regulatory action, more of a 
concern for individuals and their behaviour:  
   
“It’s certainly a role that the media play, but I don’t think that necessarily with the sort of 
red and processed meat thing, because we weren’t particularly, certainly not initially, 
making policy asks, so it was very much a sort of talking to people, and trying to make 
them informed about their own cancer risk so that they could then make their own more 
informed choices […] there wasn’t anything obvious that government should do, we 
weren’t asking them to do anything really on red and processed meat so I don’t, I didn’t 
see it really in that sort of context.” (Interviewee 8) 
 
8.4.2.2 Government  
Interviewees active during this period of policy development (2001-2011) reported the use by 
government of stakeholders to communicate and reinforce policy messages. For example, the 
press release for the SACN report on Iron (Department of Health, 2011) which focused on the 
recommendation about meat consumption, featured a quote from a national bowel cancer 
charity: 
 
“Very simply Department of Health would approach us and say we’d be interested in 
talking, would you be interested in supporting this statement which relates to bowel 
cancer. We’d then assess whether or not we would want to support it. And 9 times out 
of ten, 9.9 times out of ten, when Department of Health says would you support this 
statement we’re going to because theirs would be evidence based and sensible. We will 
then give them a quote that’s relevant.  It’s as simple as that. It doesn’t necessarily 
imply that we’ve been closely involved in the process? What they’re looking for is to a 
degree an endorsement from a respectable reputable charity that when it speaks and 
when the public hear government say something that’s one thing but we, when if a 
charity says something they’re more receptive to the messages.” (Interviewee 4) 
 
Policymakers described constant media attention as an irritation and a time-consuming 
distraction to the job they were trying to do:  
“I mean we always say, Friday afternoon, don’t answer the phone!  Because all the 
weekend press run nutrition articles over the weekend, they run food articles, very often 
nutrition articles over the weekend. And they basically work Friday night to get them 
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ready, so, you know, we often get pulled in. I have a team of 28 I could spend my entire 
team’s, 100% of their time, just trying to do media, stuff for the press.” (Interviewee 11) 
 
However, this same interviewee recognized that for government ministers and politicians in 
general the media can be very important and is seen as a proxy for the public voice and integral 
to their image and their ability to win votes:  
“RW And in terms of the effect, the effect of the media on the policymaking. Are you 
concerned with what they’re saying, or do you pay any attention to that? 
11 No but the minister might and we might need to be minded to that. And you 
can’t win, we can’t win. We have had being called nanny state and not doing enough in 
the same newspaper on the same day in two different articles. You can’t win, food, you 
cannot win.” (Interviewee 11)  
 
“RW And what sort of effects, when you say the minister might be concerned about 
the media, what kind of effects does it have, if they?  
11 They’ve got to be elected, haven’t they? They’re thinking about their party, their 
future. And also they will always have their own interests. So breastfeeding is a classic 
kind of one, that, you know, a minister’s personal experience of breastfeeding will of 
course affect their view on breastfeeding.” (Interviewee 11) 
“RW Ok and how do you juggle that, as a public health, as a nutritionist.  
11 We, well my job, my job is just to kind of paint the scientific truth. And I am 
perfectly comfortable with the minister making a decision on it cos that’s why we live in 
a democracy. Sometimes, you know I might wish, that they did things slightly differently. 
But actually, we live in a democracy, you have to go with it.” (Interviewee 11) 
 
This was echoed by another interviewee from within government:  
“I think government communication, or communication across government is taken very 
very seriously, because obviously politicians want to hear back from the people that are 
voting in the country, you know what their thoughts are, and often that is done through 
media and how particular announcements are covered by media.” (Interviewee 20) 
 
In contrast, another interviewee with experience of government policy making was concerned 
that the more informal processes involved in setting policy (for example allowing ministers’ 
personal experience or concerns about public votes to have an impact on their policymaking 
decisions) leave government open to media attack:   
“I think that you have more than once alluded to policy issues and how policy issues 
arise and how the media deals with them, and I think that so far as the policy issues 
related to food are concerned, the establishment of SACN for risk assessment, 
although I wasn’t a great fan at the time, I think has, actually helped enormously in 
clarifying these issues. I am less comfortable that we have an equivalent framework for 
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discussing assessing and weighing the policy options. It may be that I am ignorant of 
where that is, but I think that we have an equally important and challenging task to 
establish transparent and appropriate methods for developing and weighing policy 
options. And I think that maybe some of the comments that are made in the media 
relate to that vulnerability. And it is a vulnerability.” (Interviewee 12) 
 
Government press officers were frequently mentioned by interviewees as having a key role in 
communicating messages to the press at the end of the policy making process. However, a few 
of the interviewees from the group of policymakers (including a government press officer) felt 
that the press should have more of a role in government policy making, with the press office 
ideally being involved throughout the process rather than just at the end:  
“The way that policy colleagues communicate with ministers is through written 
documents called submissions. And in most government departments whenever a 
policy position is going through a minister maybe a handling advice has to be presented 
at that stage. So that could be months in advance of any announcement being made. 
So, you were constantly in touch with policy colleagues by phone and in person, to 
discuss what policies were being developed, and then throw stones at it in terms of 
understanding well what, what does that mean at a practical level, and is this a good 
idea?” (Interviewee 20) 
“RW So you have a role throughout the policy making process, not just at the end 
when they’ve said this is what we want to do?  
20 Ideally yes. That means that you actually come up with much better policies 
because more eyes have been on it, and also because press office works closely with 
ministers, then actually you would understand the minister’s thoughts on a particular 
policy and whether it’s something that they’re particularly keen on or the motivation for, 
for, for directing this policy as well.” (Interviewee 20) 
 
However, for the most part, media were not seen by interviewees as important during 
policymaking – their primary use being in ‘verifying’ or communicating the policy – and this later 
role they did not fulfil very well. Those interviewed who were working in government nutrition 
policy during this time felt that the media’s questioning of policies was at best a distraction from 
policy making:  
“RW Do you think the media has influence on policy?  
11 Well of course it does cos it’s in the mix. But, not much. You know it’s obviously 
influencing it, you know, if there’s enough of a firestorm then that will influence the 
politicians. If the minister feels embarrassed that will influence the politicians.” 
(Interviewee 11)  
 
“They have a role but it’s not a positive one because the media will always skew things, 
they’ll always polarise things, so, actually very good ideas or positive thoughts, or more 
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complicated thoughts, get lost. Because when it comes to food the media’s, to you, as I 
said, it’s always been, it’s bad, it kills, don’t eat it. Or, it’s a wonder nutrient or a super 
food, eat it all the time. And apart from that they don’t seem to have any other message. 
So I mean certainly, reading the papers will influence policy makers but if you think 
about the meat argument, which is very complex, the main view that these 
policymakers are gonna be getting from the media is “Don’t eat red meat it kills you” 
So that it’s probably making them more inclined to meddle and to advise reduction, 
whereas the actual scientific evidence is only based, at the moment, on observational 
studies.” (Interviewee 5) 
 
Contrast these views with the views of a government press officer:  
 
“I think if you look at the history of mass communication, then newspapers, media more 
generally has been a fourth realm of the estate. It’s a way of actually keeping the 
establishment in check and also communicating broader information about how our 
communities and our culture are changing. So I think it’s very important, and a kind of 
pillar of democracy to make sure that you can question what is being said, and it can be 
shared instantly with people en masse so that everyone’s getting the same information.  
RW It sounds like you have quite a lot of respect for the journalists!  
20 Very much so! On occasions you would offer ministers advice why a policy was 
not a great idea, and they would press ahead with it, and then the journalists would ask 
exactly the same question that you’d asked, as a kind of, member of the public. So, 
yeah I think you have a lot of respect for journalists and, and the job that they do in 
making sure that they hold government to account and also providing information 
around a lot of health issues.” (Interviewee 20)  
  
Interviewees from within government commented on the impact SACN’s location within the 
Food Standards Agency and it’s move in 2010 to the Department of Health, had on media 
relations.  Interviewees indicated that they felt had The Food Standards Agency been handling 
the Iron Report on behalf of SACN there would have been more time and effort communicating 
it (e.g. with a press conference) and more transparency around the process of policy making 
(e.g. discussing it at an open meeting, which was transmitted live as a webcast):  
 
“At Food Standards Agency it would have been done with a press conference. 
Department of Health has many, many things going through its press office, and 
nutrition’s quite a small component. Very, very small. Public health, FSA it was a really, 
really big component. So, you know Department of Health weren’t downplaying nutrition 
at all, but you know, when you’re dealing with waiting times in A&E that’s just a bit of a 
bigger issue for them….than, are you recommending 70 or 90 grams of red meat a 
day.” (Interviewee 11) 
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“We came in with a plan to set up the FSA. To have it open and transparent. That has 
actually destroyed a lot of scoops for the Mail. Because, being open and transparent 
and meeting in public, you take away the scoop.  They still get the odd one, the odd one 
slips through.” (Interviewee 25) 
 
“The other departments don’t like it, cos we [FSA] meet in public, so on this issue, I 
have to say it worked. And it worked for the media. Because the media didn’t have to 
come to the Board meeting for a start, unless they wanted to come and nobble 
anybody, because they could watch it live. I think other departments could benefit from 
that. They’re terrified of the idea of doing it in the open and doing it live. There’s very 
little government policy that, you know, is hush hush hush. So, I think it benefits.[…] 
Being open and transparent, based on evidence. It doesn’t mean to say you’ll always 
get your way. And it doesn’t mean to say, you’ll stop a story, based on, I don’t know, 
prejudice or whatever. But you’re less likely to, collapse confidence or close down an 
industry by mistake. So, being open and transparent, it can be very uncomfortable for 
people. Er, I accept that. But my experience is over the last 10 years, it’s the answer.” 
(Interviewee 25)  
 
One interviewee, in addressing this point, contrasted the approach of COMA, where meetings 
were held in private, with modern government committee standards and regulations:  
“In those days, if you sat on a government committee you probably signed the Official 
Secrets Act. Now, when you sit on a government committee you sign to say you will be 
open and transparent.  
RW [laughs] 
12  Ok, so it’s a completely opposite pattern of behaviour. At the time of COMA, 
there was absolutely no question of having COMA meetings in public, or, the 
documents being made available to the public or anything like that. Now it is expected 
as a matter of course, that the meetings are held in public, the documents wherever 
possible are made available for public scrutiny and so on and so forth. Ok, so, and quite 
clearly the nature of the relationship that you have with the media at any point in time is 
conditioned by all of the experience that has brought you to that point in time. And if 
everything has been secret and uncertain and there’s rumours and so on and so forth, 
dealing with the media is very very different to if you’ve had an open and transparent 
process and as it were you’re bringing them up to date on the conclusions that you’ve 
reached, based upon what you’ve already told them your conclusions would likely to be, 
are likely to be and you’ve invited their comments.” (Interviewee 12)  
 
Despite nutrition being reported by some as less of a priority for the Department of Health press 
office, and the SACN report launch receiving no press conference, interviewees recalled and 
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described a detailed and complex decision-making process around the media management of 
the report and the recommendation on red and processed meat consumption:  
 
“I remember it got lots of coverage. I think from memory, the story ran as well as we 
hoped. I think it’s quite a tricky story because obviously the public doesn’t like to be told 
what to do, but we had this information, and very much thought that because we’d 
learnt that there was this increased cancer risk, that you had to go out and give people 
the guidance that the science was telling us. So we very much tried to position the story 
as coming from the voice of science rather than a politician. From memory, the Chief 
Medical Officer lead the announcement. I think it was Dame Sally Davies, so we spent 
a lot of time um, discussing how we would explain the science of the story and what it 
actually meant, and then also trying to present that as what does that mean on a 
practical level and then doing lots of Q and As around it.” (Interviewee 20) 
 
Despite the wide ranging nature of the Iron report, as noted above, the Department of Health 
press office decided to focus the press release solely on the recommendations on red and 
processed meat.   
 
“I think that was the most interesting thing in the report, and from past memory and 
experience if you just put a report out from SACN then journalists will go and read it and 
they will find a nugget of information. So either you can wait until they find it and then 
you’ve got a difficult story, that perhaps you’re not going to kind of manage the 
message around well, or you can go out with this new bit of information and actually 
frame it as you want to, and ensure that you actually are keeping it as, as a scientific 
story rather than it being positioned as look, politicians are now telling people what to 
eat kind of story.” (Interviewee 20) 
 
The decision to focus the press release for the SACN Iron Report on the recommendation on 
red and processed meat consumption was not appreciated by all the interviewees. A 
representative for meat producers commented:  
 
“…in their infinite wisdom, the Department of Health launched a press release to 
announce the report and the headline to that press release, I can’t remember the 
wording exactly, was, Red Meat Link With Cancer.  Now, […] that was a very incidental 
part of the report, and did not reflect the overall balance of evidence and the balance of 
argument that was put ahead.  We were annoyed about it, because obviously the press 
latched on to that headline, and I feel that it was very misleading of the Department of 
Health to do that. And, when we challenged them they said well, you know this is our 
press officers, you know they have a free reign to make the story as attractive as 
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possible to the press but I think, if that means, you know at the expense of an accurate 
headline, you do question their motives.” (Interviewee 21) 
 
An interviewee from the government press office described the process by which government 
press officers would ‘trail’ policy announcements – or release them to a specific newspaper as 
an exclusive ahead of the official announcement:  
 
“…it would be standard government tactic to trail a big story, with one or two of the 
Sunday newspapers, ahead, that gave some details of the report but not all. And the 
idea is that you want to get coverage for and frame well you want to make sure that 
you’re stretching the coverage so more people can see it but then also you’re 
positioning it, ahead of releasing it to all news outlets, so that it’s, it’s running well from 
the start.” (Interviewee 20)  
 
This process of trailing a story ahead of an official policy announcement was also described by 
a journalist interviewed who remembered the SACN Iron report coming out, and its publication 
being leaked by a Sunday newspaper - this had caused a stir in the newsroom, and was, 
according to this journalist, less likely to elongate the coverage the story received:  
 
“You have to do a Sunday shift once a month. And I’d gone in and there was a front 
page, I think in one of the broadsheets, about recommendations that were going to be 
announced next week and, I remember the boss saying, have you seen this, and me 
saying yeah, it’s coming up, we knew it was coming up, it’s saying what we knew it was 
going to say and they’ve just got someone quoted in it. And I, well, we should do it 
shouldn’t we, yeah of course we should it’s government policy. But it’s going to mean 
that when it’s announced next week we’re probably not going to write it again, because 
it’s been leaked. Um, I think that there was enough detail, it was about 80 grams or 
something like that, and I think it was enough so… But the thing is if it’s leaked to a 
Sunday or a Sunday do a curtain raiser like that, a guestimate kind of story you, you’ve 
got to follow it straight away you can’t wait ‘til the actual report comes out three days 
later and, the government were just going to wait, you know, they should really have put 
it out straight away.” (Interviewee 23) 
 
Both the government press office and journalists working during this period described regular 
and close relationships with specialist journalists:  
 
 “You would always, if you have a press conference in the morning and the story’s 
coming out the next day, you wouldn’t just wait to see what’s covered, you would be 
speaking to the wire service, making sure they have information that they want, if 
there’s any questions that journalists ask, so, you’re always trying to make sure that any 
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journalist has the information, and all the information they need to write the best 
possible story, rather than just waiting to see how it’s interpreted by the given journalist. 
And that’s a really important part of how government communications works.” 
(Interviewee 20) 
 
“Generally the Department of Health has a very close relationship with all the health 
journalists and all the journalists on specialist health news outlets as well. So on a daily 
basis you’d be speaking to most of the main broadcasters and to most of the main 
health correspondents. 
RW On a daily basis? 
20 Yes.”  
(Interviewee 20)  
 
“They [DH press office] would be pretty proactive, they would actually ring every day 
and they would say: is there anything we can help you with?  
RW The Department of Health? The press office?  
15 Yeah, their press office, is there anything you need a comment from us on? 
They would be proactive, they would be very helpful, or not maybe every day, but 
almost every day. if they knew there was a lot going on but it didn’t directly involve 
them. They were aware of the news agenda, health news agenda, they would say can 
we help you and, just offer things up. Similarly if, if you’d written a story that they didn’t 
agree with they would be on the phone straight away [laughs] and said, why didn’t you 
get a line from us on this” (Interviewee 15)  
 
8.4.2.3 Media  
As mentioned in the analysis of journalists interviewed about the earlier period of policy 
development, journalists interviewed for this embedded unit of analysis (2001-2011) also did not 
think their own stories or writing had an impact on policy.  
“Oh, government are, can be influenced by journalists, certainly. But I haven’t 
influenced them yet. I’m still….I’ll go on trying.”  
(Interviewee 7)  
 
“I think people probably ignore me, most of the time. 
RW Oh really, why do you think that?  
9 [laughs] Because it’s just not a sexy message… it’s neither one thing or the 
other, it’s not saying don’t and it’s not saying go for your life – it’s in between, so it’s not 
Dr Atkins and it’s not vegan, so it’s a middle line. So that’s never going to excite much 
attention initially but it is what forms the bedrock of responsible advice.” 
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“Policy makers I think tend to be like a bit like politicians, they kind of listen to 
something when it builds up a head of steam, and sooner or later some policy maker 
somewhere is going to think maybe there is a point there maybe we do need to look at 
this policy, but one of the things that disturbs me about the setting of nutrition policy in 
Britain is just that it’s so self-perpetuating and it never checks itself. […] What worries 
me is not that it’s influenced by the headlines but almost that it’s not influenced enough 
by the headlines that it just keeps, it almost has a life of its own, that never gets 
checked or challenged.” (Interviewee 10) 
 
Another journalist also felt that policy makers should take more notice of what was said in the 
press:  
 
“I never felt that I would have been influencing anything. And, I think that there are 
areas where the media can influence policy, but in the meat argument I sort of feel that 
the research was probably…I think actually, for all its faults, people like NICE and 
SACN do quite a good job of telling the media to shut up, a lot of the time. Um, to the 
point where maybe they don’t listen to the media enough! Um, and they’re really slow. 
The speed at which they get stuff out suggests that they’d have no interest in what the 
media are talking about on a regular basis. Um, and the only, you know, I, I would have 
said that we have much less influence over that than you would have thought, and 
possibly should have more, actually, with the sort of research that's coming out.” 
(Interviewee 23) 
 
However, journalists were aware, and sometimes suspicious, of the ways in which government 
representatives, e.g. the press office would attempt to manage the media or build relationships 
with them:  
“They would get in touch with you, they would host meetings, they would have… so it 
wouldn’t just be like briefings at the Department of Health to launch, you know the 
initiative. It would be prior, to the, when they were in the, in the planning stages they 
would be asking for journalist’s opinions on how to go about this, journalists, and 
newspaper editors as well. So they tried to get everybody on board.  
RW So how did that take place? Did you got along to meetings with them and talk to 
them?  
15 There would be meetings in Whitehall, um, and meetings at the newspapers 
themselves as well. So it was just getting everybody to the table and talk about your, 
you’ve covered these topics, we’re looking at doing this, can we work together to some 
degree, would you support what we’re doing. Um…that kind of thing.” 
(Interviewee 15)  
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Journalists were suspicious of these attempts at involving the media in policymaking and felt 
that they had a right to say ‘stop telling us what to do’ – they felt strongly that the ‘free press’ 
was a right and they did not want ‘to be controlled’, therefore making a more formal role in 
policymaking more difficult to achieve.  
“They [journalists] believe as, a free press they have the right, and it is their role to say, 
pipe down, stop telling us what to do. So I think that they don’t expect to have a 
massive level of influence over the final decision making processes, but they just, want 
to bang the drum, as it were. […] I think that the news editors just want to make sure 
the newspapers’ voices are heard.” (Interviewee 15)  
 
The journalists interviewed reported an increasing level of PR pressure from both stakeholders 
and government, this within a climate of pressure to sell newspapers, and compete with other 
more successful newspapers:  
“They [the meat industry] became more vocal. I was certainly on their mailing list, so I 
would receive updates from them. […] And then we used to get a lot of things from the 
NFU, and all sorts really. PRs, you would be bombarded by food industry PRs the 
following day.” (Interviewee 15) 
  
8.4.3 Synopsis 
Comparing the interview data for Research Question 3 from the two embedded units of analysis 
there are some key similarities and some interesting differences. In the later embedded unit of 
analysis interviewees reported more use of PR companies and press officers or 
communications officers to try to manage media coverage of organisations or their views or 
products, and to use this media coverage to set the policy agenda. This was done more 
informally in the earlier period e.g. between key informants or contacts made between 
journalists and policymakers or stakeholder groups. It was done more formally in the later 
period via press officers, communications officers or PR companies. The media was seen by 
participants as a useful place to communicate messages, or get messages ‘out there’. 
Interviewees by and large felt that policymakers were aware of the media and its coverage. 
However, there was disagreement about the extent to which media coverage could or should 
have an influence over policy. Interviewees reported an increase in government 
communications activity – with the department of health press office reportedly becoming more 
proactive in contacting journalists during this period. The press office would ring up journalists 
frequently to ask about stories, to offer help, and would offer ‘trails’ of policy announcements to 
specific journalists to test policies before they came out. Press officers saw media as a proxy for 
public opinion, but many did not see they had a role in policymaking, apart from to communicate 
key messages accurately. Participants reported a change in approach to media management 
between FSA and Department of Health, with the FSA adopting a more open approach, 
apparently in the hope of diffusing media ‘scare stories’. Journalist participants reported an 
increase in PR pressure and this, along with government media management processes, they 
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were suspicious of. This prevented them from developing closer relationships with government. 
Individual journalists said they did not believe there were influential in policy making spheres, 
but thought that the media in general could have some influence.  
 
8.5 Discussion 
As discussed in the methodology chapter, Chapter 4, the purpose of collecting this interview 
data was to shed further light on the findings from the policy document analysis and media 
content analysis. This was intended to provide a richer picture of contributors’ lived experience 
of how this policy was made and the part the media played in its development. This, the 
discussion section of this chapter, asks what is the influence of media on nutrition policy in this 
case and vice versa? This issue of media effects and the effect of media on policymaking is an 
issue that many scholars in the wider field of agenda setting and agenda building theory have 
attempted to address (McCombs, 2004; Baumgartner and Jones, 2009; McQuail, 2010). As 
outlined in Chapter 2, agenda building theories have recognized that the role of the media is not 
best explained by a linear model, nor can the media’s role in policymaking be viewed in isolation 
from other actors such as government advisers or industry experts (McQuail, 2010; Van Aelst et 
al., 2014). The media are one part of a complex set of actors that should be analysed within 
their interactions. This discussion section reflects on the findings from analysis of the interview 
data in the light of agenda building theories, set out in Chapter 2 section 2.3.  
 
Food policy scholars such as Lang et al. (2009) argue that although nutrition has played a large 
part in food policy its importance has been contested, and despite the long establishment of 
nutrition science, it suffers from a low engagement with public policy and does not contribute to 
an integrated food policy discourse which the data warrant (Lang and Heasman, 2015; Mason 
and Lang, 2017). Furthermore, according to MacIntyre et al. (1998) a lack of media interest in 
nutrition causes nutrition to be low on the government’s policy making agenda – this research 
found not so much a lack of media interest in nutrition, but a mismatch or disconnect between 
the framing of nutrition policy by the government and the press. While government policymakers 
interviewed for this study stressed a perceived need for the press to simply and accurately 
communicate nutrition advice, the press had a complex interaction with the information they 
were presented with by government. This extended beyond simply translating or repeating 
messages, to framing them in ways that reflected strong cultural values attached to meat and 
meat products such as bacon or roast beef; a strong dislike of government intervention in 
matters relating to individual and personal choice (this supports arguments made by Lang et al. 
(2009) who contend that nutrition and food choice is seen as a private matter in which the state 
should not intervene ); and prioritizing disagreements between nutrition scientists over nutrition 
advice rather than presenting consensus.  
 
The literature suggests a lack of policy change in areas of diet-related non-communicable 
disease such as diabetes, heart disease or cancer, can be exacerbated by a primarily 
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individualized framing of nutrition and nutrition policy (Lawrence 2004, Gollust and Lantz 2009). 
This research found that intake of red and processed meat was presented both by policy 
makers and media as a matter for individual concern. In addition, interviewees from pressure 
groups and NGOs such as cancer charities preferred to frame this health message of a 
reduction in red and processed meat consumption as a matter for the individual rather than a 
matter for more systemic or legislative change such as agricultural reforms or pricing structures. 
These interviewees were unaware of particular ‘policy asks’ that could be made by their 
organization that could contribute to meat reduction, preferring to focus on the individual’s role 
in reducing red meat consumption. Lawrence (2004) as well as Lang et al. (2009) and Kingdon 
(2003) argue that in order for public policy to change there needs to be a change in the way that 
issues are framed – this has been argued both in relation to nutrition overall (Lang et al., 2009) 
as well as obesity (Lawrence 2004; Hilton et al., 2012) and diabetes (Gollust and Lantz, 2009).  
 
As well as his insights into the role of framing an issue, or what he termed the ‘national mood’ in 
policy change, Kingdon’s analysis of American public policy and agenda setting found that the 
media were often seen as a short-term annoyance by policymakers (Kingdon, 2003). There was 
evidence of this among the government policymakers that were interviewed for this study, who 
saw the media as a necessary irritation. However, as mentioned in Chapter 2 (Literature 
Review) Kingdon also saw 3 peripheral ways media can have a broader effect:  
1. They can act as a communicator within large, diffuse policymaking groups,  
2. They can structure, magnify or shape an issue that has originated elsewhere (Kingdon saw 
leaking by government employees as part of this)  
3. They can have an indirect influence via constituents – for example MPs might want to act on 
an issue that has been raised in the media and then raised with them by their constituents.  
(Kingdon 2003, pp. 59-61). 
  
Interviewees mentioned all of these three points during research interviews. Stakeholders 
commented that they frequently used the media to get their message across to either their own 
stakeholders or to raise an issue in the policy arena. Several interviewees from this group 
(stakeholders) also commented that they used media training to try to manage media content in 
terms of how they framed issues during media interviews. In addition, policymakers were 
particularly aware of the 3rd point in Kingdon’s list, that media coverage can have an indirect 
effect on elected policymakers through their constituents. This was seen as a major concern for 
politicians who relied on their constituents for re-election.  
 
The interview analysis suggested tensions within government between communications 
departments (e.g. press officers) and policymakers as to the role of media. Could or should 
journalists have more involvement in policymaking? Some interviewees (including policymaking 
participants e.g. press officer) put forward the argument that one role of media in policymaking 
was as a reviewer of policy ideas or decisions. They highlighted the role that journalists could 
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have throughout the policymaking process as interrogators of policy ideas and processes, 
spotting flaws or offering general critique of policy as external experts. However, others, 
particularly policy makers felt the role of the media was more in the realm of a ‘medium’ – a 
conduit through which policy makers and politicians could promote and communicate their 
policies. This tension echoes those highlighted by Gaber (2007) Gregory (2012) who see 
problematic relationships between government who would like their policies to be prioritized and 
communicated ‘accurately’ (uncritically) to achieve informed consent and those within the press 
office who are bound by the civil servant’s code not to spin or hype government policies over 
those of the opposition.  
 
In addition, the data indicated that the journalists interviewed were not necessarily keen to be 
more involved with policy making as they can be suspicious of government motives to involve 
them more in policy making processes. Journalist interviewees valued their independence and 
were not keen to be seen to be a mouthpiece for government, preferring to remain at arm’s 
length to be able to be critical of government policies, supporting work by scholars in journalism 
studies who identify autonomy as an important tenet of professional journalists’ codes (Deuze, 
2005; Singer, 2007).  However, interviewees were concerned at the impact economic pressures 
at newspapers would have on the ability of journalists to act as an independent ‘watchdog’ over 
government policy – citing particularly the increasing workload (e.g. the number of stories they 
were asked by editorial staff to write per day) and the difficulties of investigating nutrition 
policies fully when under time pressure and having to scrutinize lengthy and complex nutrition 
science reports. They also cited additional pressures in the form of increasing PR effort on the 
part of interested stakeholders to manage media. Echoing the work of Lewis et al. 2008, Bartlett 
et al. 2002, Davies 2009 and Williams et al. 2009, participants expressed concerns that these 
increasing pressures on journalists could hamper the UK print media’s ability to act as an 




In summary, the findings outlined in this chapter have shown that in both embedded units of 
analysis changes in government and accompanying changes in nutrition policy governance 
have led to tensions between government departments and delays in the nutrition policy 
process. As part of these food policy governance changes (moving responsibility for nutrition 
policy to the Food Standards Agency, and then back to the Department of Health) the analysis 
of the interview data found a tension between a stated desire for increased openness and 
transparency on the part of government officials, which contrasted with increasing levels of 
media management and monitoring from central government. The levels of media management 
were found to be more marked in the later embedded unit of analysis, when participants from all 
three interviewee groups (policymakers, stakeholders, journalists) reported greater involvement 
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of PR organizations and press officers as well as media training which was designed to manage 
actors’ or actor groups’ messages and how and when they appeared in the media.  
 
There was disagreement among interviewees as to the desirability of involvement of the media 
or journalists in policymaking. Some participants felt that journalists could enhance the 
policymaking process by offering critical feedback or constructive input. Others felt that 
journalists’ role should be confined to the end of the policymaking process when they could act 
as a medium or distributor of the policy message. For their part journalists interviewed 
expressed some misgivings about involvement with policymaking process, being suspicious of 
becoming a government mouthpiece and valuing their role as critical outsiders. Moreover, 
participants reported that their ability to scrutinize policy had been hampered during the second 
embedded unit of analysis by economic pressures on the newspaper industry which put 
increased pressure on journalists to produce more copy and to compete with other newspapers 
for similar stories.  
 
Most participants agreed that red and processed meat had high cultural significance in the UK, 
and that this had been a driver for media coverage. This cultural significance of red and 
processed meat was not mentioned as an important factor in the policymaking process. This 
mismatch between policy drivers and media drivers illuminates the academic debate which has 
argued that a lack of interest in nutrition policy in the media leads to nutrition having a low 
priority on the policymaking agenda – the research in this case suggests not a lack of interest 
on the part of the media but a disconnect between the way nutrition policy is framed by the 
media and the way it is framed by government nutrition policymakers.  
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Chapter 9: Discussion: Triangulation of Findings and Development of an Integrated 
Theory of Mediatized Food Policy 
 
9.1 Introduction 
As outlined by Yin (2009), case study research can illuminate a problem from several different 
angles using different data sources and methods of analysis. The case study presented in this 
thesis is made up of four different studies of four data sources:  
1. Policy documents (1993-1998) – findings presented in Chapter 5 
2. Policy documents (2001-2011) – findings presented in Chapter 6 
3. Newspaper articles (1993-2012) – findings presented in Chapter 7 
4. Semi-structured interviews with actors drawn from the policy documents and 
the newspaper articles – findings presented in Chapter 8 
 
The structure of this thesis has been designed to present the results of these four separate but 
linked studies in four findings chapters (Chapters 5-8). Each chapter contains a Discussion 
section, which locates the findings in the literature which has been discussed in the reviews of 
the literature, Chapters 2 and 3. This chapter, Chapter 9, first discusses the findings in relation 
to the literature. Second it uses a framework analysis to triangulate the findings, coming up with 
seven major themes that have arisen from this study, which are assessed in relation to the 
literature. Thirdly this chapter considers the findings in the light of the agenda setting theoretical 
framework – using the theory of Punctuated Equilibrium to explain some of the first level 
findings, and going on to integrate this with the concept of mediatization to explain and 
illuminate the overarching implications of this research.  
 
As explained later in this chapter, the causal logic inherent in the media effects concept of 
agenda setting did not sufficiently explain the findings and so this framework was extended to 
include the concept of mediatization, which as Schulz (2004) argues, “both transcends and 
includes media effects” (p. 90). In addition, the interdisciplinary nature of this study, which spans 
both food policy and journalism studies, made it necessary for the theories and concepts it 
builds on and uses to be drawn from both disciplines. Alongside agenda setting theories, often 
used in policy analysis, the concept of mediatization, most often found in research on the 
sociology of media, are used together to further explain the findings of this research, proposing 
a new proposed integrated theory of mediatized food policy which is presented and further 
discussed. The implications of this theory for both food policy and journalism are explored, and 
finally the chapter looks ahead to potential future directions in this research area.  
 
9.2 Overview and discussion of findings 
This research identified the UK Government’s policy on the consumption of red and processed 
meat and bowel cancer prevention as an important case study to explore the complex 
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relationship between food policy and the UK media. The research problem was articulated in 
the following way:  
 
“What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government nutrition policy on red and 
processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than a decade, and the 
repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?”  
 
A literature review in seven key research areas identified several themes relevant to the 
research. The literature suggested that red meat has been an important nutritional component 
of the UK diet and has also had social and cultural significance and symbolism in the UK 
(Fiddes, 1994; Beardsworth and Keil, 1997; Rogers, 2003; Lang et al., 2010; Macdiarmid et al., 
2016). However, in recent years there has been a leveling off in consumption patterns for red 
and processed meat (while white meat consumption has risen) due at least in part to health 
concerns (Higgs, 2000; EBLEX, 2013).  These health concerns have been characterized by 
scientific uncertainty and have developed in the context of an overall political climate that has 
tried to support an ailing British red meat industry.   
 
At the same time, there has been developing concern over the role of nutritional advisory 
committees – research in this area acknowledges the complex nature of science communication 
and its relationship to policymaking (Bufton, Smith and Berridge, 2003; van Zwanenberg and 
Millstone, 2005; Timotjevic et al., 2013; Moodie et al., 2013).  Within a context of increased 
mediation of government activities, a raft of literature raised concerns about the ability of 
government communications departments to communicate policy impartially, as they are 
obliged to do by the civil service professional code of conduct (Moloney, 2001; Franklin, 2004; 
McNair, 2007; Schlesinger, 2009; Sanders, 2013).  The media’s role in government 
policymaking has to some extent been explained by agenda setting theories (Cairney, 2012), 
however these often seek to explain linear media effects and fail to take account of the complex 
set of actors, interactions and reciprocities between policymaking processes and media 
coverage. Media effects research dominates the literature but literature cautions that studies 
often fail to take into account the complex structure of forces within which the media operate 
both inside and outside their organisations (e.g., McQuail, 2010).  These reviews of the 
literature led to the formulation of three research questions informing and underpinning the 




RQ1:    How has the UK government’s policy on RPM consumption developed? 
Method: Policy analysis of government recommendations on red and processed meat 
consumption 1993-2011 using the Health Policy Triangle. 
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RQ2:    How do UK newspapers report this issue? 
Method:  Content analysis of UK newspaper reporting of consumption of red and 
processed meat and its relationship to the development of bowel cancer, 1993-
2011 
 
RQ3:    What role did UK newspapers play in the development of the policy? 
Method:  Semi-structured interviews with key actors identified from stages 1 and 2, 
including interviewees from three key groups: stakeholders, media 
professionals and policy makers. These interviews will explore in detail the 
findings from the first two stages, investigating the motivations, feelings and 
views of the interviewees.   
 
The research found that, as already widely recognized in the literature (Jasanoff, 1997; Reilly, 
1998; Miller, 1999; Reilly, 2003; Bauer et al., 2006) food scares of the late 1980s and 1990s 
had an important impact, with the government put under pressure on several fronts to deal with 
these crises – not least by a considerable dissatisfaction in rural and farming communities but 
also widespread public health concern over the safety of meat and meat products. During the 
period under investigation, this research found the government showed an increasing 
preoccupation with media management, particularly during the period of New Labour 
government 1997-2007 – confirming the findings of Moloney, 2001; Franklin, 2003; McNair 
2007; Schlesinger 2009; and Sanders, 2013. Delving deeper into this area, this research found 
that in this case the government sought to manage the media at a particular point in the policy 
making process rather than involve them or include them in the formulation of the policy or the 
public debate, however there were tensions within government about the extent to which the 
media should be involved in policymaking, with the media often being seen as a proxy for public 
opinion and a conduit to public engagement.  
 
Journalists may value their independence too much to enter formally into the policy arena 
(Deuze, 2005; Singer; 2007) but the literature suggests that they are already involved in policy 
making to some extent because, as Davis (2007, p. 184) has it, journalists and politicians move 
in ‘overlapping spheres’ in which both contribute to policy debate and agendas, whether through 
coalitions, conflict or conversations.  These often, argue Davis (2007) citing others (Lang & 
Lang, 1983; Protess et al., 1991; Kantola, 2001) are privileged interactions, which far from 
driving public engagement, exclude the wider public.  The extent to which greater involvement 
in public policy making would further dilute the prized and important autonomy of journalists, is 
debated in the literature particularly by those whose concern is the continued independence of 
the British press and the important role they play as watchdog or 4th estate (Franklin et al., 
2008; Williams et al., 2009). Accountability and autonomy have been identified as important and 
valued norms for professional journalists (Singer, 2007). The effect on the ability of journalists to 
hold government to account if they become to any extent part of government machinery has 
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been noted through the salutary tale of Murdoch and Berlusconi among others which Habermas 
(2006, p. 411) uses to argue for an independent, self-regulating media to aid ‘deliberative 
legitimation processes in complex societies’.  This does not preclude further involvement in and 
scrutiny of government policymaking processes by journalists, but recognizes that any further 
involvement of journalists with nutrition policymaking would need to be done in a way that 
maintains their independence and autonomy.   
 
This issue of transparency and openness versus control and privacy was raised again in the 
findings of this research which showed a move towards a more transparent government with the 
introduction of the Food Standards Agency in 2001. Despite this, the research showed that 
during the period under research (1993-2011) the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition 
(SACN) continued to meet largely behind closed doors and few details of the policymaking 
process were available to the media or the public, for example via recordings or webcasts of 
meetings.  Attempts by the government at consultation on the policy on red and processed meat 
were dominated by key stakeholders such as industry or NGOs. Little attempt to engage the 
media or the public in the formulation of policy was made. This raises questions and echoes a 
debate in the public policy literature as to the extent to which the public (and by implication the 
media as a potential route to the wider public) could or should become involved in public policy 
making (Pieczka and Escobar, 2012) and the dangers associated with a lack of dialogue 
between government and the public (e.g. Marris, 2015). If workable policies are to be made and 
successfully implemented do they need to be made in dialogue with the public, and should the 
public have some role in their construction? This is further discussed below in section 9.3.  
 
While interviewees reported successful attempts made by COMA and SACN during the period 
under study (1993-2011) to standardize and formalize the collection and assessment of the 
biomedical and nutritional evidence informing the policy and policy making process, the 
research found no evidence that social, economic and cultural aspects of the policy were 
considered in any systematic or formal way as part of the assessment of the evidence. This 
may not be expected as part of standard Cochrane approach and may go beyond the scope of 
a scientific committee, but this narrow focus has been called into question by Lawrence et al. 
(2016) who argue that it is time for a more balanced evidence base with which to formulate 
nutrition policy.  There was no evidence found in the data of any consultation with the FSA’s 
Social Science Research Committee, established in 2008 to ‘to help the Agency achieve its 
strategic goal of strengthening its capacity for social science research’ (SSRC, 2014) and which 
could have played a part in the SACN recommendations of 2011. The literature broadly reflects 
a dissatisfaction among food policy scholars with the lack of integrated food policy amid a 
departmentalism and silo mentality between nutrition, agriculture and environment policymaking 
departments (Lang et al. 2009; Barling 2002). In the earlier period under analysis (1993-1998) 
there were some attempts at integrated food policy with both the Department of Health and the 
Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food playing a part in the policymaking process through 
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COMA (the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food and Nutrition Policy). However, this 
structure was not preserved in the later period under analysis (2001-2011) when governance of 
SACN (the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition) was moved to the Food Standards 
Agency and membership of SACN and the Working Group on Iron which considered the 
recommendation on red and processed meat consumption was made up predominantly of 
members with expertise in nutrition science. Whether or not the policies were made in 
departmental silos, tensions between government departments and ‘arms-length’ government 
bodies such as the Food Standards Agency were evident from the data. These tensions were 
antagonized and the policymaking process was destabilized by changes in government which 
resulted in changes in the structure of food policy governance, for example the move of 
responsibility for nutrition from the Department of Health to the Food Standards Agency under 
the Labour government, moving back to the Department of Health under the 
Conservative/Liberal coalition government which came into power in 2010.  
 
The data from a content analysis of newspaper reporting into this issue from 1993-2011 showed 
repeated ‘issue attention’ cycles (Downs, 1972) during which a triggering event was followed by 
articles expressing shock and concern, followed by a period of backlash against a ‘nanny state’. 
After a period of little media attention, a further triggering event began the cycle again. The 
media coverage, like the data from the policy documents, showed an emphasis on individual, 
personal responsibility for diet – much of this was as part of a body of ‘self-improvement’ or 
‘lifestyle’ journalism.  As in other areas of media coverage of non-communicable diseases (see 
for example Lawrence, 2004 on obesity or Gollust and Lantz 2009 on diabetes), responsibility 
for the problem of over-consumption of red and processed meat was generally laid at the door 
of individuals, although the press often criticized nutrition experts and government for giving 
confusing and contradictory advice in this area. Perhaps because of the uncertainty in the 
scientific evidence and a number of key stakeholders arguing their own cases – for example 
meat industry representatives arguing red meat can form part of a healthy diet - there was 
evidence of a ‘frame contest’, with red and processed meat being portrayed or framed in media 
coverage as both healthy and unhealthy. In addition, and echoing broader literature in the 
sociology of food (Fiddes, 1994; Beardsworth and Keil, 1997; Rogers, 2003) the cultural 
significance of red and processed meat in the UK diet was evident in the newspaper reporting of 
this issue, which emphasized certain red and processed meat products and connected them to 
‘traditional British’ dishes, making them metonyms for Britishness - for example bacon 
sandwiches, the British fried breakfast with bacon or sausages or the Sunday roast beef dinner. 
However, this cultural significance was not evident in the policy documentation or seen to be 
taken into account by those communicating the policy, illustrating a lack of understanding on the 
part of nutrition ‘experts’ of the part culture plays in consumption.  
 
There was also evidence of co-construction of this issue by journalists using external sources 
who often appeared putting their own, contrasting points of view (for example the meat industry 
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promoting red meat consumption as part of a healthy diet, the World Cancer Research Fund 
cautioning against it). While the press, for example in the form of newspaper columnists, also 
criticized government scientists for acting as a ‘nanny state’ or as puritanical killjoys, they did 
not often, particularly news journalists, critically assess or examine the policy in any depth or 
detail. As noted above the autonomy of journalists is highly prized by many of them, but why 
should we expect them to act as a critical voice regarding food and nutrition policy, instead of 
simply reporting disputes in the academic or policymaking community? Normative theories of 
media and society discuss the function of the press in general and journalists in particular. 
McQuail (2010) drawing on Cohen (1963) argues that a broad choice exists for journalists 
between ‘neutral reporter’ and ‘participant’:  
‘The first refers to ideas of the press as informer, interpreter and instrument 
of government (lending itself as channel or mirror), the second to the 
traditional ‘fourth estate’ notion, covering ideas of the press as 
representative of the public, critic of government, advocate of policy and 
general watchdog.’ (McQuail, 2010, p. 283) 
 
Of course, other roles for journalists have been defined such as that of adversary, or mediator 
and McQuail (2010) also notes that many journalists hold a plurality of roles, rather than 
remaining exclusively aligned to one. However, given that the power of the press to set the 
political and public agenda has been shown to be widespread (Wolfe et al. 2013), and the 
media framing of problems can influence how the public evaluate policies (Iyengar, 1991) and 
how they understand issues (McCombs, 2004) the ‘watchdog’ or ‘critic’ role is important. In 
addition, in weighting attention on one aspect of health policy over another the media help to set 
the tone for subsequent policy development (Baumgartner and Jones 1993; Wolfe et al., 2013).  
In the findings of this study there was some evidence of freelance specialist food journalists 
having more time and autonomy to cover this issue in more depth but in the main nutrition policy 
and policy making processes were not investigated in any depth.  
 
Lewis et al. (2008) argue that the lack of interrogation of public policy on behalf of the press is 
due to the reliance of the national and local media on press agency reports and this current 
study also suggests this. The analysis of the interview data showed evidence of an increase in 
the management of the media over the period under research (1993-2011). The analysis 
provided evidence of stakeholders beginning to use PR companies to issue increasing numbers 
of press releases as well as to handle or manage the media. These PR organizations undertook 
media monitoring as well as media training. The journalist Nick Davies (2009) has described the 
term ‘churnalism’ in which media reports are more or less rehashed versions of press releases 
supplied to journalists by external sources (Davies, 2009). Churnalism has been blamed by 
some on the ‘laziness’ of journalists and by others on the pressures of a modern media in which 
reporters are required by their editors write so many stories per week that they are forced to rely 
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more and more on press releases for their copy. Journalists interviewed for this study 
expressed concern at the impact of the increased workload on the quality of their work.  
While press officers saw a potential positive outcome for this increased PR activity - a potential 
for journalists to scrutinize and improve government policy - journalists reported their frustration 
with increased levels of PR activity which they saw as an obstacle in the way of contact with 
those making policy. Key stakeholders including government civil servants and ministers also 
reported frustration with high levels of media attention. Government press officers in the later 
part of the study period were in daily contact with journalists and constantly monitored their 
output. For their part journalists were under increasing pressure from internal management to 
write more articles, to manage increasing levels of PR activity (many more press releases and 
story opportunities) and to combat falling circulation. This had the effect of intensifying 
competition between newspapers which had an unintended consequence of health and medical 
correspondents from different newspaper titles working together to avoid rebuke from news 
editors and/or senior newspaper staff. This has been described previously in the literature as 
‘intermedia agenda setting’ (Protess and McCombs, 1991; Walgrave and Van Aelst, 2006; 
Shoemaker and Reese, 2014). Researchers have raised concerns that, similarly to ‘churnalism’, 
intermedia convergence could be damaging pluralism in society. As Reese and Danielian 
(1989) put it, albeit from an American perspective:  
 
‘Although perhaps functional for the organizations themselves, such a tendency to 
follow the leader and each other could have serious societal implications. Too much 
sameness in media conflicts with a key value of American pluralistic society, that the 
press should present a diverse set of views and voices.’ (Reese and Danielian, 1989, 
pp. 30/31) 
  
9.3 Triangulation of findings  
The three different data sources and the three different methods used in this research allow for 
richer and deeper analysis and confirmation of the results of each of the three phases of the 
research and the three data sources of the research through triangulation. While this research 
does not naïvely strive to find a particular or single truth, or assume that three different methods 
and data sources can be regarded as equivalents, the different sources of data and different 
methods used to analyse that data have provided a rich picture of the interaction between food 
policy and media coverage in this case. To compare results (as detailed above) from the two 
embedded units of analysis within the single longitudinal case study, a framework analysis 
method was used, which compares the two embedded units using tabulation (see table 9.1 and 
9.2). This was constructed using the main findings from chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. This triangulates 
the findings from the three data sources by grouping similar findings together under thematic 
headings. There were found to be two overarching themes – Governance and Media 
Processes. The combination of these two themes underlines the interdisciplinary nature of this 
study which looks at the interaction between food policy and media from both a public policy 
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perspective and a journalism studies perspective. These were grouped into sub-themes (see 





THEME SUB-THEME 1st embedded unit of 
analysis (COMA) 
policy making period 
1993-1998 
2nd embedded unit of 
analysis (SACN) 






GOVERNANCE Transparency  Archive – full 
documents, but not 
publicly available. 
Online – ‘transparent’ 
government. 
2 
  ‘Transparency’ agenda 
begins  
‘Transparency’ agenda 
but not achieved – 




Change in Government 
(1997) 
Change in Government 
(2010) 
2, 7 
  Change in governance – 
introduction of FSA 
Change in governance 
– FSA moves to DH 
2, 7 
  COMA moves to FSA SACN moves to DH 2, 7 
  Policymaking within 
COMA 








Transparency of FSA 









  Media a ‘translator’ of 
government messages  





Long periods of inaction Long periods of 
inaction 
7 
  Uncertain evidence -
allowed for stakeholder 
claims  
Evidence still uncertain 




  Little consideration of 
cultural/social 
importance of RPM 
Little consideration of 
cultural/social 
importance of RPM 
1, 6 











Issue Attention Cycle Issue Attention Cycle 7 
  PRs in disarray – e.g. 
meat industry  
PRs get their act 
together e.g. meat 
industry  
5 










power and journalists 
have time to write stories 
Some newspapers less 
powerful, journalists 
have little time to write 
stories  
4 
  Little proper scrutiny of 
policymaking – behind 
closed doors 




  PR activity limited Increase in PR activity 4 
  Journalists 3 stories a 
day 
Journalists 6/7/8 stories 
a day 
4 
 News values High cultural & economic 
importance of red meat 
– including mentions of 
BSE 
High cultural 
importance of red meat 
– BSE mentions limited 
1,6 
Table 9.1 Triangulated findings by theme (source: author) linked to numbered comments 
below 
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In summary, triangulation of the results from the three methods used to answer the three 
research questions provides evidence of: (the numbered findings relate to the numbers in the 
far right hand column in the table above, table 9.1).  
 
1. Limitations in the evidence considered by policymakers when developing the policy.  
Both COMA and SACN considered a large amount of academic scientific evidence when 
compiling their reports, this was used when developing the policies and recommendations. The 
evidence in this case was largely biomedical data, much of it was uncertain and there were 
many limitations within it which were acknowledged by the committee. Despite, or perhaps 
because of these many limitations, rigorous processes were developed by COMA and later, to a 
greater extent, SACN for evaluating this evidence. However, there was a reliance within these 
processes on a hierarchy of biomedical data and a lack of robust consideration and evaluation 
of the socio-economic or cultural dimensions of the evidence. This narrow focus in nutrition 
science and policy making has been called into question by those who suggest that a 
reductionist view of nutrition (‘nutritionalism’, or ‘nutricentrism’) misses out a more holistic view 
of nutrition that takes cultural and social values into account (Dixon, 2009; Scrinis, 2012; 
Lawrence et al., 2016). Dixon and Scrinis argue, and this author agrees that in failing to take 
cultural or social values into account nutrition policy is failing to acknowledge the role of food in 
society and the ways in which national diets could be changed. The use of biomedical evidence 
in isolation, therefore, could be said to produce failing nutrition policies since these are not 
informed by the cultural or socio-economic aspects of the diet of UK citizens. In other words, if 
the point of nutrition policy is to shape diets, this cannot be achieved by taking into account only 
biomedical evidence and ignoring socio-economic evidence.  In contrast to the policy analysis, a 
prominent theme arising from both the analysis of media coverage and the analysis of the 
interviews was the cultural and social importance of red and processed meat in the UK diet, 
noted widely in the literature (e.g. Fiddes, 1994; Bourdieu, 2013). This mismatch in how red and 
processed meat was viewed by policy makers and the media goes some way to answering the 
initial research problem – ‘What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government 
nutrition policy on red and processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than 
a decade, and the repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?’  
 
2. Lack of transparency in the policymaking process  
Although commitments to transparency were made in both embedded units of analysis, by both 
government and civil servants, there was little evidence of attempts to engage with the public or 
to enable public discussion of the policymaking process. Much of the discussion about the 
policy and the policy development was held behind closed doors and many of the details of the 
policymaking process were not available either to academic researchers, to the media or to 
members of the public. This lack of transparency was exacerbated by the change in policy 
governance which has moved responsibility for nutrition policy back to the Department of Health 
from the FSA. Why is this important in the policy debate? Should we expect or want transparent 
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government or should we just expect governments to get on with the business of governing us? 
One of the problems for nutrition policy in relation to policymakers’ ability to communicate it, is 
that it often, as in the case of red and processed meat, requires action on the part of citizens. 
Policymakers have emphasized this with their individualized framing of this recommendation – 
what you can do, in terms of diet, to reduce your risk of bowel cancer? To revisit literature from 
Chapter 3, the literature on science communication documents attempts to move away from 
what was initially called the ‘deficit model’ of science communication in which the public are 
seen as ‘empty vessels’ with little or no knowledge and top-down, one way communication from 
‘experts’ fills the deficit or empty vessel with scientific information which they passively receive. 
In the 1980s and 1990s a Public Understanding of Science movement (Royal Society (Great 
Britain) & Bodmer, 1985) attempted to begin to try to change this, encouraging scientists to 
spend more time communicating with the public and talking about their work, rather than 
remaining aloof in their ivory towers. However, partly informed by the BSE crisis which was 
widely seen by the scientific establishment as a failure of science to communicate effectively, 
the Public Understanding of Science model was subsequently criticized as a rather 
condescending concept which implied the problems with science communication were mainly 
due to an inability on the part of the public to understand science (Great Britain. Parliament, 
House of Lords, 2000, Chapter 3, 3.9). This criticism began a move towards ‘Public 
Engagement’ with science which shifted the emphasis from one way communication, passively 
received, to a more active and interactive model in which the public were encouraged to 
‘engage’ with science through innovative exhibits and shows in for example museums.  By 2012 
a new model of Public Dialogue (PD) had emerged (Pieczka and Escobar, 2012) which sought 
to further take account of an interactive model of communication and encourage dialogue and 
real involvement in science and science policy. This new model was not easily adopted by 
science communicators, as Pieczka and Escobar’s study showed:  
 
‘The majority of our interviewees showed real difficulty in understanding the 
PD model. Very few saw the relationship between scientists, citizens and 
policy-makers as a socio-political issue with implications for democratic 
governance. Instead, mistrust was mostly framed as public 
misunderstanding, aggravated by the media.’ (Pieczka and Escobar, 2012, 
p.122) 
 
The findings from this study suggest that nutrition policy and policymaking in this case were far 
from the Public Dialogue model outlined here, indeed, the findings showed that SACN was not 
really committed to Public Engagement, and its focus was still at a level of trying to achieve 
Public Understanding of recommendations. This issue of mistrust on the part of the public as 
characterized by Pieczka and Escobar (2012) above, was described by policymakers 
interviewed; they felt that the public misunderstood nutrition science and this was aggravated by 
the media. There is evidence that the Food Standards Agency have adopted a more open and 
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transparent model which encourages public dialogue (Hajer et al., 2009). The move of SACN 
away from the Food Standards Agency and back to the Department of Health did not aid a more 
sophisticated understanding on the part of nutrition policymakers of communication models, 
despite successive government’s stated commitment to transparency. SACN has now moved 
again to Public Health England, an executive agency of the Department of Health established in 
2013. It remains to be seen if they pursue a transparency and public engagement agenda - 
correspondence in the BMJ, recent to the time of writing, suggests this is under question 
(Prentice, 2016).    
 
3. Consideration of the media and media coverage primarily at the end of the 
policymaking process. 
The media were generally viewed as an important medium through which to communicate 
nutrition recommendations and policy. However, their role was generally only considered after 
policy had been formulated and set, and they were often viewed as a proxy for public opinion – 
indeed there was some evidence that Government officials and press officers viewed the media 
as an important forum in which to ‘test’ public policy, often taking steps to manage media 
coverage. However, there was little evidence of government seeking feedback from or 
engagement with the media or their audiences, beyond monitoring their coverage for accurate 
and/or favourable reporting.  In addition, while the media were considered by government to be 
a valuable channel through which to pass on scientific advice on nutrition, the press coverage 
provided little detailed analysis of the policy or the policymaking process, instead concentrating 
on the final recommendations themselves and their implications for the individual’s diet. As 
noted above, the press have been shown to play an important role as watchdog providing 
valuable independent criticism of government policy.  While many journalists hold a plurality of 
roles (McQuail, 2010), embracing the translator or communicator role as well as investigator, 
since their power to set political and public agenda has been shown to be widespread 
(McCombs 2004; Wolfe et al. 2013), their framing of problems can influence public evaluation of 
policies (Iyengar, 1991) the ‘watchdog’ or ‘critic’ role is important.  
 
4. Commercial pressures on the print media industry influencing journalists’ reporting 
of food policy.  
Journalists interviewed working in the national UK print media reported increasing pressures put 
on them by their managers and employers to compete with other newspaper titles. This involved 
writing a greater number of articles than they had previously been expected to produce, leaving 
little time for investigative reporting; ensuring they reported on the issues and stories being 
reported by rival newspapers; and selecting subject matter and framing for their reports in a way 
that would encourage sales. As discussed above, this adds to literature about ‘intermedia 
agenda setting’ (Reese and Danielian, 1989; Protess and McCombs, 1991; Walgrave and Van 
Aelst, 2006; Shoemaker and Reese, 2014). Researchers have raised concerns that, similarly to 
‘churnalism’, what they call intermedia convergence could be damaging pluralism in society – 
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for nutrition policy this means that a homogeneity of subjects and issues are reported on across 
national newspapers with similar framing and this can influence public evaluation of policies, 
creating a narrow view of what could be the causes of, or solutions to poor diets. (Iyengar, 
1991; McCombs, 2004; Wolfe et al. 2013).    
5. Key stakeholders including government seeking to influence print media coverage of 
food policy.   
Particularly during the period under investigation during the second embedded unit of analysis, 
many of the key stakeholders, as well as government representatives maintained frequent 
contact with the media to manage the media coverage of their own messages. This was often 
done through PR companies or press officers. As outlined in Chapter 7 (Research Findings 3: 
Content Analysis) a trend in the national print media coverage was that there were regular 
‘triggering events’, often promoted by key actors such as government or WCRF, which caused a 
spike in media coverage. Key actors and stakeholders such as NGOs or industry bodies used 
several tactics to manage media messages including ‘trailing’ policies or information to specific 
newspaper titles or journalists ahead of general release; managing information flow through 
carefully timed and managed press releases or press conferences; carrying out media training 
in order to manage messages delivered during interviews; carefully monitoring media coverage; 
maintaining daily contact with key journalists. As noted in the literature review, research has 
shown that time and resources in the newsroom are stretched (Lewis et al., 2008) because of 
economic pressures on newspapers e.g. a fall in circulation figures.  Journalists have become 
increasingly reliant on press releases to write their copy (Bartlett et al., 2002; Lewis et al., 2008) 
and this has caused concern about the independence of the British media and its ability to 
interrogate or investigate information presented to it by external sources (Lewis et al. 2008; 
Davies 2009; Williams et al., 2009). These points were supported by data from interviews 
conducted for this study. This again raises concerns about the independence of the press and 
its ability to accurately report and investigate nutrition policy. The media landscape is in flux 
(McQuail, 2010) with mass media’s supremacy currently threatened by a rise in social media. 
Several participants argued that they were increasingly using social media to directly 
communicate their messages – if this continues there may be less need for media management 
per se. However, this still leaves the question as to the role of the independent, critical and 
professional journalist in this new digital, social media environment. With prescience Hayes et 
al. (2007) and Singer (2008) argue that professional journalists are still needed to provide 
credible, accountable, independent information but there must be a way for citizens to 
determine the trustworthiness of media output – this seems all the more important with issues of 
so-called ‘fake news’ high on the agenda at the time of writing.  
 
6. The iconic status of red and processed meat in media coverage, where its 
consumption was a presented as a matter of individual choice.  
Many of the research participants identified the iconic status of red and processed meat in the 
UK. This was reflected in the newspaper coverage of this issue where attempts to restrict 
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consumption of e.g. beef or bacon were treated with suspicion and anger. The consumption of 
red and processed meat and the reduction in levels of consumption were largely presented in 
press reporting as a matter of personal individual responsibility rather than a matter for 
regulation, legislation or, for example, structural agricultural reform. This supports previous 
research which has shown that when reporting cancer research and research into diet-related 
conditions such as cardio-vascular disease and obesity, media coverage tends to focus 
responsibility disproportionately on the individual (Lawrence, 2004; Hilton et al., 2012; Hellyer 
and Haddock-Fraser, 2011; Clarke and Everest, 2006).  The responsibilisation of individuals in 
this case suggests the media collude not only in ‘nutricentrism’ (Dixon, 2009) but also in what 
Greenhough (2010) sees as a ‘state-led biological citizenship’ in which individuals have 
responsibilities to maintain their health, which are articulated by ‘biological governance’ 
(Greenhough, 2010, p. 156).  
 
7. Long periods of inaction on the part of policy-makers 
In both embedded units of analysis the policy recommendations took a long time to formulate – 
in the first embedded unit of analysis 5 years (1993-1998) and in the second embedded unit of 
analysis ten years (2001-2011). Many of the interviewees did not know why this had been the 
case, nor were the reasons for this completely clear from the media coverage or the policy 
analysis. Policymakers did argue that the evidence was complicated and unclear, and that this 
had had an impact on the length of time needed for policy formulation. Some interviewees 
contested that this was not a policy priority for the government while others, particularly 
journalists, put forward the view that this was not a recommendation to get excited about. Some 
hold-ups in the process could have arisen due to changes in government or changes in 
governance structures. It could be argued that this was not a policy priority for government and 
while work was ongoing for a number of years, this was not considered an urgent 
recommendation. This is an important finding which points to theories of and associated with 
Punctuated Equilibrium, this is further discussed in detail in the next section below.  
 
9.3 Agenda setting, mediatization and food policy  
This section addresses the findings in relation to the theoretical framework, which was identified 
at the outset as agenda setting and associated theories. It goes on to suggest that mediatization 
could also be a useful theory to use in combination with these agenda setting theories, to 
explain some of the overarching findings and develop a new theory integrating agenda setting 
and mediatization concepts. This has been found necessary partly because of the 
interdisciplinary nature of this study – which combines food policy and journalism studies. It was 
found that agenda setting theories often investigated media effects from a policy perspective. 
So here some key concepts of mediatization are added, such as media logic, which explores 
the impact the processes and norms of journalism practice have on media coverage; or 
concepts which investigate who sets the media’s agenda, such as ‘source strategies’, which 
explore the impact external sources and stakeholders can have on media framing of issues.  In 
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this way, agenda setting theories are augmented to take into account the interaction between 
media and food policy.    
 
9.3.1 Punctuated Equilibrium 
This research project began with a research problem outlined in Chapters 1 and 4:  
 ‘What explains the mismatch between apparently stable government nutrition policy on 
red and processed meat consumption and cancer prevention over more than a decade, 
and the repeating cycle of shock headlines in the UK press on this subject?’  
Using agenda-setting theories this research found that the concept of Punctuated Equilibrium, 
developed by Baumgartner and Jones (2009) goes some way to explaining the research 
problem stated above. Punctuated Equilibrium explains long periods of continuity where a policy 
remains stable punctuated by more intense periods of change and policymaking activity. The 
media may play a part in putting issues on the policy making agenda. In describing Punctuated 
Equilibrium Baumgartner and Jones (2009) use several key concepts which help to explain 
what is happening (Baumgartner and Jones 2009; Cairney, 2012). These match the findings 
from the current research in the following ways: 
 Bounded Rationality – government cannot consider all policy options at once therefore 
some get left out while others are given prominence. In this case this issue was given 
prominence by policy makers in the two key periods under study (1993-1998 and 2001-
2011). In both periods much more attention was given to the policy at the end of each 
period.  
 Agenda Setting – policy stakeholders push issues up and down the agenda depending 
on the amount of attention they think an issue should receive. Stakeholders sometimes 
use the media to try to increase attention on a specific issue. In this case, different actor 
groups (e.g. meat industry, WCRF) used the media to put their perspective across. The 
government in this case seems to have been in no hurry to make policy – the SACN 
report took 10 years to reach a conclusion and for policy to be formulated. This may 
have been because the Department of Health knew this issue was controversial and did 
not want to draw attention to it, because they did not want to be accused of ‘nanny 
state’ behaviour, or because they knew that meat consumption was declining in any 
case and so the issue was less pressing.  
 Framing – actor groups compete to define how an issue is framed. This could clearly be 
seen in the media coverage of red and processed meat and its connection with bowel 
cancer, or alternatively framed as its connection with healthy iron status. There was a 
clear ‘frame contest’ occurring in the media coverage and the policy documents to 
present red meat as either healthy or unhealthy.  
 Policy Monopolies – Cairney (2012) says that certain stakeholder groups may enjoy a 
‘monopoly of understanding’ in which their preferred framing of the issue is accepted 
over a long period of time. This is true in this case of the predominantly and prevailing 
nutritional, bio-medical and individualized framing of this issue – it is overwhelmingly 
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assumed in both the policy documents and the media that individuals are responsible 
for their diet, that diets should be looked at by individual ingredients or components and 
that nutritional science provides the most important evidence to inform the policy 
recommendation.   
 Venue Shopping – in order to challenge a policy monopoly, actors or actor groups 
attempt to put their perspective forward in another ‘venue’ – in another level of the 
policymaking environment or in another arena altogether – in this case interested 
stakeholders made attempts at influencing public debate by for example the Meat 
Advisory Panel sponsored the Guild of Health Writers annual dinner, giving the keynote 
speech and providing material in a ‘goody bag’ (Interviewee 1), or the NGO sector 
developed the ‘Eating Better’ organization, in order to put their messages about eating 
‘less but better meat’ across to a new audience. 
 
Using the key concepts of the Punctuated Equilibrium model in this way helps to explain the 
part the media have played in food policymaking in this case, in terms of the effect media 
coverage has had on policy, but this is still representative of a linear causal model.  And there 
are limits to the scope and ability of agenda setting theories such as Punctuated Equilibrium to 
explain the complex interaction between food policy and media. As Wolfe, Jones and 
Baumgartner themselves (2013) note, ‘Policy process scholars have increasingly rejected 
simple linear models in favor of models emphasizing complex feedback effects. This suggests a 
different role for the media—one of highlighting attributes in a multifaceted political reality and 
involvement in positive feedback cycles.’ (p. 186). While Baumgartner and Jones (2009) and 
Wolfe et al. (2013) argue that Punctuated Equilibrium is not a simple linear cause and effect 
model between media and policy, but a model showing that ‘each can affect the other, 
reinforcing the pattern of positive feedback and punctuated equilibrium that we have observed 
over and over.’ (p. 125), this still does not take account of the complex social, economic, 
political and cultural forces in which both media and policy operate, since it concentrates mainly 
on media coverage and policy and the interaction between the two without taking into account 
the other forces at play. Media agenda setting research is often empirical and quantitative and 
tries to measure media influence by comparing media coverage of an issue to the political 
priorities it receives (e.g., Walgrave et al., 2008).  In the realm of food policy, studies have 
measured the media coverage an issue or food product receives and have correlated this with 
an outcome (e.g. sales, consumption, policy change) to assume a causal effect. For examples 
of this see Hilton et al. (2012) on obesity coverage, Gollust and Lanz (2009) on diabetes and 
Greiner et al. (2010) on fish consumption. While measuring and analyzing media content of 
these issues is useful, the causal effect on policy has been difficult to prove and in any case 
these methods fall short of explaining the complex relationships between policymakers, 
interested stakeholders, journalists, media management, media processes, social, economic 
and political contexts and audiences. A salient reminder (and one model of many that exist to 
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map media influences) of the complexity of media effects comes from McQuail’s model of media 
organization within a field of social forces (see figure 9.1)  
 
Figure 9.1. The media organization in a field of social forces (source: McQuail’s Mass 
Communication Theory 2010, p. 281) 
 
Therefore, and as outlined by Singer (2016), a theory is required that can account for the more 
complex social forces at play in the interaction between media and nutrition policy in this case of 
government recommendations on consumption of red and processed meat. The next section 
returns to the theory of mediatization, outlining its development and going on to explain how and 
why it has been used to help explain the ‘bigger picture’ of the research findings of this study; in 
combination with Punctuated Equilibrium it can be used to develop a new combined or 




This research has shown that Punctuated Equilibrium can help to explain some of the 
interactions between food policy and the media in this case, but falls short of explaining the 
more complex overarching interaction between the food policy and media nexus and other 
actors and the social, economic and cultural forces exerting an influence on them. A concept 
which helps to explain this complexity is the relatively new theory of mediatization. Mediatization 
is related to but distinct from the concept of ‘mediation’ although this has been debated and 
differently explained by several scholars. Lundby (2014) proposed a distinction in which 
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mediation refers to the process by which communication is mediated, and he refers to 
mediatization in the words of Roger Silverstone as useful to ‘understand how processes of 
communication change the social and cultural environment that support them as well as the 
relationships that participants, both individual and institutional, have to that environment and to 
each other’ (Lundby 2014, p. 6).    
 
Mediatization is further defined by Stromback and Esser (2014, p. 4) as referring to ‘a social 
change process in which media have become increasingly influential in and deeply integrated 
into different spheres of society’. They describe this as a meta-process similar to those of 
globalization, individualization or commercialization. Jansson (2002) argues that mediatization 
reinforces a sense of shared cultural identity. Mediatization is also described (Deacon and 
Stanyer, 2014) as the process by which changing information technologies drive the changing 
construction of society and culture – placing these developing technologies and the associated 
media logics at the centre of the concept.  Hjarvard (2008) argues that mediatization uses the 
idea of ‘media logic’ (the processes, timetables and organizational determinants of media 
production) to explain some of the influences of media on society. Mediatization has grown in 
popularity in the last decade (Livingstone, 2009) and is not without controversy (Livingstone and 
Lunt, 2016). This arises from the frustration of some scholars with the increasing use of the 
term, which they say has seen it used indiscriminately and without proper definition, as a kind of 
trendy buzzword, or “conceptual bandwagon” (Deacon and Stanyer, 2014).   
 
In common with other authors (Livingstone, 2009; Livingstone and Lunt, 2015; Deacon and 
Stanyer, 2014) Stromback and Esser (2014) recognise the growing popularity of the concept 
and its under-theorisation but see this as a positive feature of mediatization in that this places it 
as a new, sensitizing concept under development and as such its portability among disciplines 
can add to its expansion. Livingstone and Lunt (2016) argue against controversy around the 
term, noting that as a neologism it needs further development and due to the nature of the 
concept of mediatization – which examines the influence and interaction of the media in many 
different spheres – it already has many definitions and explanations. This, they argue, comes 
from a welcome cross-disciplinary approach which is too rarely used. They acknowledge that 
the term is indiscriminately used but argue, like Stromback and Esser (2014) that mediatization 
is a sensitizing concept and has become useful to scholars as a portable term that is 
ambiguous, multi-dimensional and multifaceted.  
 
The mediatization of politics has been separately considered – here a four-dimensional concept 
– (Stromback and Esser 2014) has been proposed that argues that the mediatization of politics 
can be measured by the degree to which four dimensions are met. The first dimension relates to 
the degree to which the media are the most important source of political information. The 
second dimension the degree to which the media are dependent on political institutions. The 
third dimension the degree to which media content is guided by political or media logic and the 
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fourth dimension the degree to which political actors, organisations and institutions are guided 
by political logic (see figure 9.2).  
 
Figure 9.2 A four-dimensional conceptualization of the mediatization of politics (source: 
Stromback and Esser, 2014, p. 7) 
 
This goes some way to addressing the dearth of a logical application of mediatization to 
empirical research but still focuses primarily on measuring media and policy attention, failing to 
take into account the complex sphere of social, cultural and economic forces in which these two 
interact. Van Aelst et al. (2014) begin to make a link between mediatization and political agenda 
setting arguing that they have much to learn from each other, while Blumler (2014) argues for a 
broader view of the mediatization process which does take into account not only political 
groups, individuals and organisations but also a broad spectrum of other sources, other views 
and concerns. This would, he argues, require a much broader conceptualization from ‘the 
mediatization of politics’ to ‘the mediatization of the public sphere’.  
 
Here, the concept of mediatization is further developed as part of this current research by 
applying it to food policy and the case under study: government recommendations on red and 
processed meat consumption.  In common with Deacon and Stanyer (2008) and Lunt and 
Livingstone (2016), the author argues that mediatization is a popular and under-theorised 
concept which is often used indiscriminately and in passing, disagreeing with Deacon and 
Stanyer’s (2008) assertion that it is a ‘concept of no difference’, rather agreeing with Lunt and 
Livingstone (2016) that mediatization will take different forms in different domains, and that it 
should not take a reductionist approach to seek to prove ‘event-event causation’. The 
conceptualization of mediatization for the purposes of this study follows Hepp et al. (2015) in 
that it is not a concept of linear effects or of increasing linear influence but that it is a concept 
that can help explain the complex and changing interplay, interactions, interdependencies and 
reciprocities in the context in which food policy and the media interact. As pointed out by Sellers 
(2010) and Bennett and Livingston (2003) and as evidenced by the research in this thesis, 
‘news construction is a negotiated process’ (p. 359). Therefore, the conceptualization of a 
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mediatized food policy for this study does not limit itself to mapping only policy makers and 
media but also other forces that might exert an influence. In this way mediatization is here used 
as an extension of political agenda setting; using it as a lens through which to view agenda 
setting with the assumption that political and media agenda setting is itself a negotiated process 
with both politics and media playing a part.  This means that, as has been shown by this 
research, media can influence policy but this is in combination with and contingent on policy 
makers, other actors, as well as social, cultural and economic forces also having a reciprocal 
influence on, and relationship with, the media. The findings of this study are considered in the 
light of concepts of mediatization in the next section (section 9.4). As an aide to thinking about 
the overarching implications of the mediatization of food policy, Lang’s (2005) Food Policy 
Triangle was used, in which three actor groups influence food policy (State, Industry and Civil 
Society). This model was developed to try to show the complex interactions between media 
coverage of food policy, the main actors of the Food Policy Triangle and the social, cultural and 
economic forces under which both media coverage and the main actors exist (see figure 9.3).  
 
 
Figure 9.3 Mediatization of food policy (source: author) 
 
How does this model apply to this study? The lighter circle inside the triangle represents media 
coverage of the government recommendations on red and processed meat consumption. This 
coverage is shaped, shifted and distorted by the pressures of economic forces (such as 
competition between newspapers to combat falling circulation figures) or cultural forces (such 
as the strong cultural significance of red and processed meat dishes in UK society and/or a 
perceived threat of vegetarianism). At the same time, coverage is further influenced by and 
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exerts influence on the actors at the three points of the triangle – those in civil society such as 
cancer charities, those in industry, such as meat industry representatives and those in the state, 
such as government policymakers.  However, in developing this model the researcher realized 
that rather than convey the complexity of the interaction between media and food policy, the 
model simplified it too much. While it shows the way media coverage is influenced by both 
stakeholders and external forces such as cultural, economic or social forces, it fails to describe 
how the media coverage and media logic influences or impacts the policy. Returning to the 
findings of the study, a further exploration of these in all their complexity was undertaken.  
9.4 Integrating Punctuated Equilibrium and Mediatization using food policy. 
As noted above, Van Aelst et al. (2014) argue that mediatization theories could be used in 
conjunction with political agenda setting theories to both compensate for the lack of theoretical 
consideration in current research on agenda setting, and to add to the currently limited amount 
of empirical research using mediatization as a theoretical framework. To help explain the 
differences between these two concepts Van Aelst et al. (2014) use a table (p. 201) to compare 
the concepts and help to draw out instances where they may complement each other (see table 
9.2).  
Political agenda-setting Mediatization of politics 
Middle range theory General theory 
Mainly empirical focus Mainly theoretical focus 
Focus on political content, issues All aspects of politics 
Media influence is contingent and often 
modest 
Media influence is often large and growing 
(process) 
Media influence can be measured Mediatization of politics goes partly beyond 
media effects and is difficult to measure  
Table 9.2 Comparison of Political agenda-setting and Mediatization of Politics (source: 
Van Aelst et al., 2014, p. 201) 
As can be seen from table 9.2 Van Aelst et al.’s (2014) characterization of the Mediatization of 
Politics is as a general theory with a mainly theoretical focus, as opposed to their 
characterization of Political Agenda-Setting as a middle range theory with a mainly empirical 
focus. This suggests that while Punctuated Equilibrium, as an agenda setting theory, can be 
used to explain the findings of this study at an empirical level, specific to the case study under 
research, the concept of Mediatization can usefully be added to explain the higher level 
findings, the overarching and more theoretical findings which arose when the findings from each 
data source and each embedded unit of analysis were triangulated. In addition, the integration 
of these two theories is necessitated by the interdisciplinary nature of the study which brings 
together the study of food policy and media/journalism and associated theories from these two 
disciplines.  
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To try to integrate these two theories to provide both empirical explanation and theoretical 
explanation, the findings were tabulated according to the key Punctuated Equilibrium and 
Mediatization concepts that relate to each one. So, Table 9.3 tabulates the findings from the 3 
data sources for the first (1993-1998) and second (2001-2011) embedded units of analysis 
against the Punctuated Equilibrium and Mediatization concepts that have been found to be 
important.
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Table 9.3 Findings by embedded unit of analysis and data source, tabulated against Punctuated Equilibrium and Mediatization concepts 
(source: author) 
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Table 9.3 should be read from left to right, the top six rows each take a concept from 
Punctuated Equilibrium, while the bottom four rows take concepts from Mediatization theory,  
and map the findings from the current study against them. Where there is consistency in the 
findings, the boxes in each row are the same colour (white). Where findings are inconsistent 
along the row, the boxes are coloured light blue. Outlined in the column at the far right-hand 
side of the table, is whether the findings are temporally consistent (across the two time periods 
under study) and methodologically consistent (across the three data sources and methods 
employed to answer the research questions). Clearly, both consistency and inconsistency are 
important findings of the study. However, the consistent findings have to some extent been 
explained by applying Punctuated Equilibrium concepts to the findings as outlined in section 
9.3.1. The inconsistency in the Bounded Rationality row is a consistent inconsistency, in the 
sense that BSE was found to be an important contextual factor in the first embedded unit of 
analysis and less important in the second embedded unit of analysis across all three data 
sources. More inconsistencies arise when applying the concepts of Mediatization to the findings 
(there are a greater number of blue boxes in the Mediatization section of the table). This proved 
a useful exercise as it bought out some important and unexpected answers to the research 
problem and research questions. To take each Mediatization concept from table 9.3 in turn:  
 Framing 
A key finding from the triangulation process was that while the cultural importance of red 
and processed meat was not found to be addressed to any degree in the policy documents, 
this was a major factor in both the content analysis of the media coverage and the analysis 
of the interviews. While not the only important finding of this study, this provides some 
answers to the original research problem which sought to understand the reasons for the 
mismatch between apparently stable government guidance in the area of cancer risk and 
red and processed meat consumption and the apparently contradictory coverage in much of 
the UK print media.   
 Media Logic 
A key concept of Mediatization is ‘media logic’ – which can be defined (after Altheide and 
Snow, 1979), as the norms and processes under which media production operates. These 
norms and processes can permeate policy making for example when policymaking is 
affected by them, or when political actors are governed by media logic. In the case of the 
current research, there was evidence that political actors were governed by media logic, but 
also that media actors were governed by political logic. For example, political actors were 
keen to use the print media and were aware of and often used media logic to disseminate 
their policies effectively and efficiently. For their part, media actors were dependent on 
political logic in the sense that they did not often scrutinize policymaking, the processes of 
which, despite a government transparency agenda, were often hidden from media attention. 
This clearly shows the interaction between the two – suggesting that media actors and 
policymakers both influence each other, illustrating the reciprocal relationship between the 
two.  
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 Informed Consent (1) 
The concept of Informed Consent relates to the idea that the ability of citizens to make 
decisions about policy and politicians within a democracy is linked to the information they 
can access about those policies and politicians. As noted above, this research found very 
little scrutiny of policymaking by newspaper reporting, this was exacerbated by a lack of 
transparency in the nutrition policy making process, despite government attempts to 
increase access to policymaking documents and to scientific advisory committees.  
 Informed Consent (2) 
The policy analysis undertaken as part of the first embedded unit of analysis in this case 
study found that the New Labour government of the late 1990s argued for further media 
management strategies in the form of an enlarged government communications department 
under the rationale of informed consent. The policy analysis of both embedded units of 
analysis found that the media were seen to be useful by government policymakers as 
translators of government messages, however, they sought to manage media coverage of 
their policies to determine whether the coverage was accurate and favourable. For their part 
when covering this issue, the media often fell into an Issue Attention Cycle (Downs, 1972) in 
which they tended to first report the discovery of the issue with alarm, then print negative 
coverage, accusing the government of being a ‘nanny state’ which did not have the right to 
dictate the make-up of diets.  
 
9.4.1 Mediatized food policy: implications for democracy.  
As outlined above, the current research has provided evidence of the mediatization of food 
policy which shows that:  
1. UK print media and journalists working for them are increasingly pressured by falling sales 
and commercial competition. This promotes an environment in which journalists are 
increasingly reliant on external sources for stories, are expected to write more articles per 
day, and compete heavily with other newspapers – this creates a homogeneity of 
newspaper coverage of food and nutrition policy.  
2. Actors and actor groups with a vested interest in specific food policies, including the 
government, make increasing use of PR opportunities to define how the policy is framed. 
The increasingly pressurized economic model of print journalism has impeded journalists’ 
ability to properly investigate both government and others’ claims about food policies.  
3. Government nutrition policymakers have taken steps to base policies on ‘evidence’. There 
are two problems with this: i) the evidence they consider is skewed towards bio-medical 
research and unlike the media coverage, takes little formal account of social or cultural 
implications of red and processed meat consumption ii) through consultation other 
considerations are taken into account but these are limited, e.g. industry viewpoints, political 
considerations. These are not subjected to rigourous and transparent scrutiny.  
4. The media is viewed as important by the Government, who use it as a proxy for public 
opinion and a conduit to the public. However, they rarely engage as a two-way process with 
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the media, instead monitoring them for accuracy or routinely contacting them to transmit 
policy messages.  
5. The public are largely left out of the policymaking process, or debates about which policies 
should be considered, and how they should be considered.  
 
In their comparison of the concepts of Punctuated Equilibrium and Mediatization, Van Aelst et 
al. (2014) comment that “the mediatization literature often addresses the implications for 
democracy of growing media influence” (p. 201). It is this function of Mediatization theory that 
has been particularly useful in assessing the findings of this current study and their implications. 
While not attempting to address democratic theory in detail, the implications of the findings of 
this research project on the concept of informed consent echo the work of scholars looking at 
the mediatization of politics, who have identified that through mediatization of political 
processes, media have become a proxy for public opinion and that ‘mediated discourse has 
become the accepted way for politics to address the citizenry’ (Mazzoleni, 2014, p. 43). This 
reflects an increasing barrier to citizen engagement with politics and policymaking – and 
illuminates this by showing that this is not necessarily due to citizens’ apathy but also because 
government and government policy making are not transparent and open and offer little 
opportunity for public engagement or involvement. In using the media merely as a conduit for 
their policy messages and failing to engage with the media itself they play into the increasing 
tendency of the media to spend little time or effort scrutinizing or investigating public policy and 
the ways in which it is formulated. As Esser and Stromback (2014, p. 226) put it:  
‘for citizens this means a lack of access to substantive, undistorted and diverse 
information as well as a lack of opportunity to deliberate public issues.’ 
How does this relate to the current study? The findings show that government and other 
stakeholders were to some degree able to ‘capture’ the media, which was often unable or 
unwilling to investigate the policymaking process in any detail. This suggests the public, who to 
some extent still rely on media for information about food policy are not being fully informed.  
 
9.5 The implications for food policy and journalism 
The next section looks forward and uses the theory of mediatized food policy to predict the 
shape of media coverage on food policy in the future. First, this section considers the 
implications of this current research for both food policy and for journalism.  
 
9.5.1 Implications for Food Policy 
This research has focused on government nutrition policy, but this new theory of Mediatized 
Food Policy has a broader application. Clearly nutrition policy is but one part of food policy, and 
this theory could be applied to other wider food policies, not only nutrition policy, for example 
policies on food banks or the sugar tax. This section outlines the other implications for both 
Food Policy and Journalism (research and practice).  
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9.5.1.1 Implications for the practice of food policy: Media, Food Policy, the Democratic 
Process and Informed Consent 
In general, the analysis of the food policy making process in this case has shown a lack of 
engagement with citizens and a tendency to use the media as a conduit through which to tell 
citizens that they, individually, are responsible for their diet and their nutritional well-being, and 
to detail the type and amount of red and processed meat they should be eating. Castells (2012) 
and Iosifidis and Wheeler (2015) argue that political institutions have been captured by 
dominant stakeholders, leaving little opportunity for citizens’ representation (Castells, 2012; 
Iosifidis and Wheeler, 2015). Despite a ‘public consultation’ as part of the SACN report there 
was little evidence in the current research that the public’s views were taken into consideration. 
The media were used at the end of the policy making process, as a way of disseminating 
information and were also left out of the policy making process. This predominantly ‘deficit 
model’ of nutrition communication misunderstands the complex way in which press reporting is 
produced and co-constructed by its readers. This echoes a general tendency among public 
health professionals to adopt a largely linear model of communication which in the main fails to 
include the complex nature of communication and food choice. In this way, public health experts 
have failed to adopt research from the fields of communication that has explored audience 
interaction with messages, emphasizing that audiences do not simply passively accept 
messages, texts, symbols or signs, but that they also negotiate, oppose or interpret them (e.g., 
McQuail, 2011; Hartley, 2012).  Simply telling citizens how and what to eat is not on its own 
sufficient to influence their behaviour – expecting the media to uncritically reproduce your 
messages compounds this problem. Mediatized food policy could help to show that public 
discourse about food policy has been increasingly distorted in this case as pressures on media 
resources and pressure from stakeholders with vested interests reduce the ability of the media 
to act as a public forum for debate on food and nutrition policy. This has implications for 
democracy as it reduces the ability of citizens to act with informed consent – without a full 
understanding of policy and policymaking processes, or an opportunity to discuss and debate 
these processes and policy outcomes fully and openly, citizens’ ability to make decisions about 
the suitability or relevance of government recommendations or advice on diets in general, and 
red and processed meat consumption in particular, is limited. Brown et al. (2012) document the 
widespread national and international call for consumers to be included in policymaking 
processes for health, including dietary guidelines. They argue that the rationale for this is the 
rights of consumers to have a role in planning and implementing their health care as well as 
improved access for citizens to science, and the possibility of improved quality of the resulting 
dietary guidelines. They note, however, that there is a lack of established best practice to 
achieve this and some lack of clarity on the advantages of consumer involvement. This study 
has also shown a lack of willingness on the part of the UKs advisory committee on nutrition to 
accept or implement further citizen involvement with nutritional guidelines in this case.  If we 
assume that governments are fallible and that they do not necessarily have the interests of their 
citizens at heart, some clarity from government on the best way to involve consumers in the 
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development of nutritional guidelines would be welcome. As outlined above, this could promote 
both the rights of citizens in planning their health care as well as improving their access to 
nutrition science. In addition, government could, through proper dialogue with citizens, further 
understand the socio-economic and cultural implications of nutrition policy. A lack of social 
science input on committees such as SACN could compound their focus on biomedical 
research as well as inhibiting further citizen engagement through social science research. In 
other words, social scientific involvement in nutrition policy making could promote further 
engagement with citizens in nutrition policy making through inclusive, qualitative approaches.  
 
The role of the media in nutrition policy making also needs careful consideration by government. 
Those interviewed for this thesis who worked in the field of PR or government communications 
were keen to point out the value of strong media involvement in policy. They saw the journalist’s 
role as watchdog, or sense checker, as a vital component of policy development.  In contrast, 
few civil servants or government ministers spoke of journalists as anything more than a medium 
or channel through which policy could be communicated to citizens. Dealings with journalists 
were not seen by this group of interviewees as important, more often an irritation that was an 
unfortunate but necessary hurdle to be crossed at the end of the nutrition policy making 
process. As noted above (p. 245), accountability and autonomy have been identified as 
important and valued norms for professional journalists (Singer, 2007). The effect on the ability 
of journalists to hold government to account if they become to any extent part of government 
machinery has been noted and the effect of this is rightly feared. Habermas (2006, p. 411) uses 
the examples of Murdoch and Berlusconi to argue for an independent, self-regulating media to 
aid ‘deliberative legitimation processes in complex societies’.  This does not preclude further 
scrutiny of government policymaking processes by journalists, but recognizes that further 
involvement of journalists with nutrition policymaking would need to maintain their 
independence and autonomy. It is the duty of the government to recognize the vital role an 
independent media plays in a democratic society and to work with the press to develop 




9.5.1.2 Implications for Food Policy Research  
As outlined earlier in this chapter this research has illuminated the policymaking process in the 
case of government nutrition policy on red meat consumption and bowel cancer prevention. 
This has shone further light on the academic debate about the problematic concept of evidence-
based policy (Lang et al., 2009; Smith, 2013; Cairney, 2016). It particularly shows that while 
scientific advice in terms of bio-medical evidence was robustly evaluated by scientific advisory 
committees on nutrition (the Committee on Medical Aspects of Food Policy and the Scientific 
Advisory Committee on Nutrition, respectively), socio-economic evidence was not considered in 
the same way or given the same degree of importance when formulating the policy. This 
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broadly supports recent research by Lawrence et al. (2016) who make a distinction between 
‘nutrition specific’ evidence, which addresses the immediate causes of malnutrition and 
‘nutrition-sensitive’ evidence, which looks at the underlying causes of malnutrition. They argue 
that nutrition reviews and therefore nutrition policy formulation is dominated by nutrition-specific 
evidence and call for a more balanced evidence base (for example in Cochrane reviews) to 
inform and shape nutrition policy. However, this current research project has shown that 
nutrition policy is not only made using scientific evidence. Many other considerations were taken 
into account, not only after the scientific advisory committees had made their recommendations 
to ministers, but during their deliberations, when their draft reports were discussed with 
interested stakeholders and put out for ‘public consultation’. This tendency for nutrition policy to 
be made not only on scientific evidence but also on other, less systematized factors has been 
described by other researchers, for example Timotijevic et al. (2013a), who recognized the 
complexity and nuances involved in nutrition policy making and called for a more research to 
recognize this, developing the EURRECA framework to help consider different types of 
evidence involved in public health nutrition policy development. This echoes recent research 
looking at Evidence Based Policy (Cairney, 2016) which outlines the complexity of the science-
policy nexus. Cairney (2016a) says that to help us understand the complexity of policy making 
we should consider an idealized model of Evidence Based Policy Making in which:  
  
 ‘There is a core group of policymakers at the ‘centre’, making policy from the 
‘top down’, breaking down their task into clearly defined and well-ordered 
stages; 
 Scientists are in a privileged position to help those policymakers make good 
decisions by getting them as close as possible to the ideal of ‘comprehensive 
rationality’ in which they have the best information available to inform all options 
and consequences.’ (Cairney, 2016a) 
 
The findings of this study support Cairney’s work, in which he argues that policymaking is much 
less ordered and predictable than this idealized model suggests and takes place within a multi-
level policymaking environment, showing:  
▪ ‘a wide range of actors (individuals and organisations) influencing policy at many levels 
of government 
▪ a proliferation of rules and norms followed by different levels or types of government 
▪ close relationships (‘networks’) between policymakers and powerful actors 
▪ a tendency for certain beliefs or ‘paradigms’ to dominate discussion 
▪ shifting policy conditions and events that can prompt policymaker attention to lurch at 
short notice.’ (Cairney, Oliver and Wellstead, 2016) 
 
This has implications, as Cairney, Oliver and Wellstead (2016) have explored, for those wishing 
to influence or change food policies. Academics, argue Cairney et al. (2016) need to understand 
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these complex multi-level and disordered processes of policy making, if they want to ensure 
their own work has ‘impact’ on policy. Therefore, if, as is often demanded of them, academics in 
this field should show ‘impact’ on food policy we need to recognize and consider that the 
evidence robustly considered by scientific advisory committees when formulating nutrition policy 
and nutrition recommendations is biased towards bio-medical research. However, we should 
also note that this is not to say that socio-economic and cultural considerations are ignored but 
these are considered as part of the more complex multi-level policymaking environments and 
are conducted in a less rigourous and ordered manner than the idealized model of evidence-
based policy making as outlined above would have us believe. One of the implications of this for 
those working in food policy is that in order for their work to have relevance for policy makers 
they should take the real and complex processes of policymaking into account and consider 
that, as Cairney et al. (2016) advise: 
“Meaningful policy impact built on academic–policy maker relationships take time and 
effort to create and maintain. It cannot simply be bought, outsourced, or produced 
during ad hoc workshops. Further, in a complex policy-making system, it makes little 
sense to pinpoint discrete examples of academic influence. There are ways to produce 
meaningful academic–policy maker engagement, but we should not exaggerate its 
impact or our ability to measure it in a simple way.” (Cairney, Oliver and Wellstead, 
2016 p. 401) 
  
Cairney (2016) further argues that those wishing to influence policy should consider that 
triggering events, or new evidence can prompt a shift of attention from one policy to another.  
This current research has shown, as predicted by Baumgartner and Jones (2009) and Kingdon 
(2003) that the media can play a part in this shift of focus and is often used by powerful, vested 
stakeholders to place and frame policy solutions in the media arena. This was particularly the 
case because of a lack of transparency within the nutrition policy making process. While SACN 
have attempted to move their meetings and deliberations to a more open forum, in reality, the 
processes of deliberation that SACN undertake could be more transparent (for example 
transmitted live by webinar as Food Standards Agency meetings are, producing fuller meeting 
minutes with attributed comments and points of view). In addition, there is a knowledge gap 
between the recommendations made by the scientific advisory committee and the policy that is 
eventually made – little is known about how ministers reach their policy decisions and what 
considerations were taken into account to do this. This lack of transparency, operating under 
the illusion of transparency, allows interested stakeholders such as the meat industry or NGOs 
with a vested interest to lobby for policy change via the press or wider media. The analysis in 
this current study showed that while SACN considered further transparency and openness in 
the processes of the committee, this was repeatedly rejected by members of the committee, 
despite mechanisms being put in place to accommodate this, such as a SACN website and 
partially open committee meetings. This has shown a lack of commitment to government 
promises of transparency and openness in public life as laid out by the Nolan committee (Nolan, 
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1995), part of standards in public life which are still trumpeted as important by government 
today (Committee on Standards in Public Life, 2016).  
 
9.5.2 Implications for Journalism  
The implications of this research for the field and practice of journalism are several. These can 
be split into two sections: the implications for journalism research and the implications for 
journalism practice.  
 
9.5.2.1 Implications for Journalism Research  
As outlined in the literature review (Chapter 2) there has been a tendency for journalism and 
media research to concentrate on media effects and on measuring and analyzing media output 
(McQuail, 2010).  Media production processes and norms are less frequently analysed and 
some of the interesting findings from this current research have importantly come from insights 
drawn from a combination of data from press articles and data from semi-structured interviews. 
The content analysis of print media (reported in Chapter 7) gave insights into what was being 
covered and how it was framed but this was insufficient to explain why articles were presented, 
written and framed in certain ways. Interviews with journalists who were involved in writing 
those articles as well as interviews with key stakeholders and policymakers themselves gave an 
insight into the norms and processes of print media production – what Altheide and Snow 
(1979) call ‘media logic’ and how these impact on media coverage of policy.   
 
Furthermore, the analysis echoes existing research which argues that while content analysis 
can provide useful evidence showing trends in media coverage, researchers should be wary of 
inferring too much from the results of a content analysis (Schreier, 2012; Krippendorff, 2013). 
Any qualitative reading of a text, however systematic, is subjective (Krippendorff, 2013; Mellor 
et al., 2011) but the researcher is in agreement with those authors who argue that while content 
analysis can tell you a great deal about a print media article, its production and its meaning 
(who were the sources? how is the information framed? what information is not included?) it is 
not possible to infer the journalist’s intentions or the audience’s interpretation of the text or the 
effect it has had on them without further research – for example interviews or a survey. This 
research has shown that qualitative content analysis, in conjunction with interviews with 
journalists and their sources gives a much richer picture of the issue being analysed than 
quantitative content analysis alone would provide.  
 
Another implication of this research for those in the field of public health is that a linear model of 
communication should not be assumed – in other words there has been a tendency among 
public health practitioners in general to assume a deficit model when offering information to the 
media – with the assumption that the public are simply empty vessels passively receiving 
dietary advice which they then unquestioningly accept and act upon (Coveney, 2006; Lang et 
al., 2009; Halkier and Jensen, 2011). However, many models of communication show, and this 
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research reinforces, that there are many influences on media construction of information, not 
least competing framing from interested parties and stakeholders or commercial pressures to 
present an issue in a particular way to generate, for example, newspaper sales.  In addition, 
public health advocates should be aware that media coverage in this case had a tendency 
(echoing research looking at media coverage of obesity, diabetes and coronary heart disease) 
to frame this issue of red and processed meat’s relationship to bowel cancer in a predominantly 
individualized way. This meant that in many of the articles about this issue it was framed as a 
problem of lifestyle, with individuals very much portrayed as bearing the most responsibility for 
their diet, as opposed to other influences on dietary choice e.g. cultural, political, economic or 
social.  
 
9.5.2.2 Implications for the practice of journalism 
Looking at the coverage of the specific nutrition policy in this case, reporting analysed in this 
research project emphasized an individual response to these nutrition recommendations (in 
common with research that shows that this was also the case in coverage of obesity, diabetes 
and heart disease e.g. Lupton, 2004; Lawrence, 2004; Hilton et al., 2012). While the cultural 
framing of red meat as an important and iconic British food stuff came over in the newspaper 
coverage loud and clear, the social, political or economic determinants of red and processed 
meat consumption were not often discussed by the press. There was little consideration of 
systemic change in the coverage (for example the wider implications on society, culture and the 
economy for further decline in red and processed meat consumption) and this begs the question 
why journalists failed in the main to consider these alternative framings of this policy. Some 
journalists reported difficulties in changing the predominant framing of a press release when 
writing the story. While recognizing that individual behavior change plays a part in public health 
advocacy, public health advocates, with the knowledge that the media tend to present nutrition 
policy disproportionately as a matter of individual responsibility should perhaps be putting an 
alternative policy perspective forward that emphasizes the role social, economic and regulatory 
policy responses could play in helping to change diets (Henderson et al., 2009; Wells, 2016).  
 
This research has found that journalists were increasingly under commercial pressures to both 
write more articles, write similar articles to other competing newspaper titles and to write articles 
that would generate more sales. At the same time journalists interviewed reported that they 
were subject to a deluge of PR material from communications companies representing 
interested stakeholders with opposing views. Some newspapers were targeted by government 
press officers who attempted to shape media coverage of their policies. In this way, this 
research suggests that the mass media are in a weakened position where their journalists find it 
difficult to properly scrutinize nutrition policy and its formulation. Commercial pressures mean 
that journalists collude with each other to cover the same issues or ‘stories’ in the same way 
and this made coverage of this nutrition policy homogenous, with little variation in the press 
coverage and little press scrutiny of the policy or of the policy making process. This all supports 
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the work of Franklin et al. (2008), Lewis et al. (2008) and Davies (2009) who argue that this 
reliance on press releases and their framing of issues and policy calls into question the 
autonomy and independence of the UK press and its ability to hold policymakers and politicians 
to account. 
 
Echoing comments above on the implications of this research for food policy, this question mark 
over the independence of the UK press has implications for democracy. The proposed theory of 
mediatized food policy shows the impact of the increasingly contested media space – as 
Eldridge (1993) points out, this is subject not only to its own commercial and technical 
constraints but also to constraints on the range of perspectives covered by media 
representation – this research has found that this also applies to media representation of food 
policy. Eldridge argues that this has implications for democracy:  
 
“…the implications of the empirical outcomes of the struggle over this terrain are crucial 
for the ways in which they help or hinder the democratic process. This is so, not only 
because of the role which the mass media play in consciousness formation, but more 
specifically because public opinion, which we find crystallized and represented to us 
throughout the media, is itself affected by knowledge. It is an informed citizenry, not 
simply an opinionated one, that is a prerequisite for a mature democracy. The mass 
media, alongside other parts of our cultural apparatus….have a decisive role to play in 
this respect.” (Eldridge, 1993, p. 20)    
 
This holds true even 20+ years after it was written, however it does not take into account the 
introduction of new and social media and the implications of this development for mediatized 
food policy.  Could, as some have argued, social media provide an alternative public forum or 
agora which would better represent and debate public views than the mass media? This will be 
explored and examined in the next section.  
  
9.6 Looking Forward  
It has been beyond the scope of this research to investigate empirically the impact of the 
introduction of social media on the case of the government’s nutrition policy and 
recommendations on red and processed meat consumption and the prevention of bowel cancer. 
However, it is important to acknowledge the enormous impact of social media on the media 
landscape in the UK. The interactivity offered by so-called Web 2.0 or Web 2.1 (the second 
wave of internet development) where ‘social’ media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter 
and opportunities for low-cost, simple and quick self-publication such as blogging sites or 
comment pages has given users the opportunity for a much more interactive experience of the 
internet. How could or should this change the proposed theory of mediatized food and nutrition 
policy. Social media offers opportunities to bypass traditional mass media, with citizens and 
organizations both able to put their own viewpoints across without the ‘mediator’ of a journalist. 
 265 
The literature reflects the excitement of researchers at the early promise of Web 2.0 – they 
envisaged social media as a new Habermasian public sphere in which citizens could be re-
engaged with politics and a more full and democratic engagement of citizens with public policy 
would result (Iosifidis and Wheeler, 2015). The idea of a Public Sphere is based on Habermas’s 
(1989) argument that a public sphere existed in 18th Century Europe, where democratic debate 
could take place in an open forum for public discussion. He laments the decline of this public 
sphere. Many scholars have disagreed with Habermas’s original idea, claiming that his model 
was far from democratic since various groups (e.g. women) were marginalized in 18th century 
European society, and that his theory, while useful, fails to explain the emergence of many 
different and distinct public spheres in modern societies (Susen, 2011; Lonsdale, 2014). Despite 
these shortcomings identified by various authors, Habermas’s theory of the Public Sphere 
remains influential and a useful way to think about a normative model of mediated debate. 
Habermas himself (2006) has examined the impact of normative communication and public 
sphere theory on empirical research, saying:   
‘mediated political communication in the public sphere can facilitate deliberative 
legitimation processes in complex societies only if a self-regulating media system gains 
independence from its social environments and if anonymous audiences grant a 
feedback between an informed elite discourse and a responsive civil society.’ 
(Habermas, 2006, p. 411).   
  
In other words, the media can promote fair discussion and deliberation about political issues in 
complex societies only if the media system is independent and allows feedback between 
citizens, informed elites and civil society.   
  
Assuming Habermas to be correct, this normative model would require the media to operate as 
an open public forum or sphere in which debate about food policy was freely and fairly allowed 
between sections of society.  Clearly this is an idealized, normative model that has not and 
cannot be realized within the assumptions of agenda setting theories, where an infinite number 
of issues and problems compete for public attention yet very few actually secure it; those that 
do secure attention are socially constructed and shaped by cultural, economic, social and 
political pressures. However, it forms a useful model with which to compare the mediatization of 
food policy at particular points in time, including the impact of the introduction of social media. 
Among the authors that have addressed this issue, Iosifidis and Wheeler, (2015), discuss social 
media as public sphere, arguing that social media could facilitate citizenship, and note that “the 
Internet holds the potential for a fuller realization of a democratic set of public spheres in which 
a true level of engagement and fulfilment will occur” (p.4). However, they conclude that such 
idealistic views should be treated with caution, as despite its promise and some successes, 
social media is still subject to the same power struggles as mass media and has not always 
advanced public dialogue or shifted national politics. While some citizens may be able to access 
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social media and use it as a new form of participatory democracy, the triangle of food policy 
actors (Lang, 2005) is just as powerful in social media as it is in the mass media.  
 
As for other future developments relating to the findings of this research, there is currently no 
sign that UK government nutrition policy making is likely to become more transparent – for 
either the media or the public. Since SACN was moved back to the Department of Health from 
the Food Standards Agency by the Conservative/Liberal coalition government of 2010, 
interviewees reported its activities to be more closed to the public. SACN has since been moved 
again to PHE or Public Health England, an executive agency of the Department of Health 
whose approach to openness and deliberative democracy is as yet uncertain. The Food 
Standards Agency’s model of transparent policy making, with open meetings conducted online, 
has been held up as a successful model of deliberative governance (Hajer et al., 2009). 
However, there are currently no signs of this model being taken up by nutrition policymakers in 
the Department of Health, or of more effective forms of public engagement with and in nutrition 
policymaking becoming the norm. Interviewees engaged with research on the effect of red and 
processed meat consumption on the development of bowel cancer reported that more work was 
underway and needed to address the uncertainties in the data in this area and come up with 
more conclusive recommendations. At the time of writing as far as can be ascertained there are 
no plans to revisit government recommendations on red and processed meat consumption in 




This chapter has outlined the results of this research with seven key findings from the results 
chapters 5-8:   
 
1 Limitations in the evidence considered by policymakers when developing the policy.  
2 Lack of transparency in the policymaking process  
3 Consideration of the media and media coverage primarily at the end of the policymaking 
process. 
4 Commercial pressures on the print media industry influencing journalists’ reporting of food 
policy.  
5 Key stakeholders including government seeking to influence print media coverage of food 
policy.   
6 The iconic status of red and processed meat in media coverage, where its consumption was 
a presented as a matter of individual choice.  
7 Long periods of inaction on the part of policy-makers 
 
In addition, it has discussed these findings in the context of the ‘agenda setting’ theoretical 
framework, identifying the Punctuated Equilibrium model as useful to partially explain the 
 267 
research problem and the findings of the research. The Punctuated Equilibrium model has been 
found, however, to be insufficient to explain the overarching, complex inter-relationship between 
media and food policy and this research has identified a relatively new theory of mediatization 
as another useful theory to draw upon. Using mediatization and punctuated equilibrium in 
combination, and in response to calls in the literature to develop an integrated theory a 
proposed integrated theory of mediatized food policy has been developed and expanded upon.  
 
The implications for food policy and journalism (research and practice) have been presented. 
For food policy, the research identified a complexity in the construction of policy which negates 
simplistic notions of evidence-based policy making. A lack of transparency about this complex 
co-construction of policy (in which media plays a part) allows interested stakeholders such as 
the meat industry or NGOs with a vested interest to lobby for policy change via the press or 
wider media. This research has shown a weakened press who rarely scrutinize policy and 
policymaking, whether because of time constraints, lack of editorial interest or lack of 
transparency on the part of the policy makers. The inevitable conclusion is a lack of informed 
consent – citizens are not party to or involved in a discussion or debate about policy 
formulation, or policy decisions.   
 
Looking forward, the implications of social media on the theory of Mediatized Food Policy were 
imagined, using recent research on social media as a public sphere or forum and the 
ramifications of this for policy making and democracy were proposed. Scholars have argued 
that social media has the power to reconnect citizens with the political process, however, this 
has been contested and further research is needed to test the impact of social media on food 





Chapter 10. Conclusion  
 
10.1 Introduction 
This chapter considers the contribution this research has made to the fields of food policy and 
journalism – including to the theories of agenda setting and mediatization. In addition, the 
contribution of this research to the ongoing debate about evidence-based policy making is set 
out – an important discussion for food policy. Finally, the data set out in this study, particularly 
the interview data, provides further evidence on the processes, routines and norms of the media 
which is valuable for scholars who continue to assess the impact ‘media logic’ and media 
processes have on society.  
 
Section 10.3 onwards reflects on the research process – this is both a personal reflection as 
well as a reflection on the research design, research methods and analysis of the data, 
including thoughts on the limitations of the research. To conclude this chapter, and this thesis, 
the opportunities that this research project has thrown up for publication and future research are 
detailed.  
 
10.2 The contribution of this research  
The implications for food policy and journalism of this research already described in Chapter 9 
highlight the value of the integration of mediatization and agenda setting theories that have 
been explored and reported in this thesis. This identified a complexity in the construction of 
policy which negates simplistic models of evidence-based policy making. A lack of transparency 
about this multifaceted co-construction of policy (in which media plays a part) was found to have 
allowed stakeholders with a vested interest to lobby to try to set the policy agenda via the press 
or wider media. This research has shown a weakened press who have rarely scrutinized policy 
and policymaking on this issue, whether because of time or budgetary constraints, lack of 
editorial interest or lack of transparency on the part of the policy makers. The inevitable 
conclusion is a lack of informed consent – citizens are not party to or involved in a discussion or 
debate about policy formulation, or policy decisions in this area. These overarching implications 
for food policy and journalism shine new light on the relationship between food policy and media 
coverage, illuminating an interaction that is not often scrutinized in such depth or with an 
interdisciplinary lens.  
 
In addition, this research addresses a gap in the literature on food policy, by examining, what is 
to the best of this author’s knowledge, a previously un-researched period of government policy 
development on red and processed meat consumption and cancer prevention. The original 
research undertaken has looked at previously unanalysed data in the form of policy documents 
- both those that exist in the public realm (SACN documents) and those that have laid 
unanalysed in the Department of Health archive for more than twenty years. It has also 
developed new techniques for conducting qualitative content analysis using Excel to document 
269 
trends in reporting and qualitative coding to analyse more latent themes in the data. Combining 
these data sources with the thematic analysis of semi-structured interviews the research has 
provided three separate data sources and three separate methods to provide a rich picture of 
the case study under analysis. Triangulating the data using a tabulation-form framework 
analysis has provided a robust set of findings which have then been further analysed according 
to two theoretical frameworks, the agenda setting model of Punctuated Equilibrium and the 
overarching concept of Mediatization.  
The research has added to the food policy debate in the areas of evidence-based policymaking 
and public engagement in policymaking (see Chapter 9, section 9.5 for a detailed explanation of 
the implications in the areas of food policy and journalism). For journalism, the interview data in 
conjunction with the newspaper content analysis has shed new light on the processes and 
norms under which print journalists covering the nutrition policy ‘beat’ operate. This is an 
important contribution to the field of journalism in which the norms and processes of media 
production are often overlooked in favour of the simple analysis of media content and the 
scrutiny of its effect.     
In addition, this research has responded to the call for the integration of the theories of political 
agenda setting and mediatization of politics (Van Aelst et al., 2014) with a new model of 
mediatized food policy that maps empirical research onto key mediatization concepts and uses 
political agenda setting theory in the form of Punctuated Equilibrium to theorize the 
mediatization of food policy.   
10.3 Reflections on the doctoral process 
Green and Thorogood (2014) emphasize the importance of reflection and reflexivity as an 
essential part of the qualitative approach – the recognition that the researcher is an integral part 
of the research process and must be aware of their own inevitable influence on the research 
design, analysis and findings. Snape and Spencer (2003) advise that qualitative researchers 
should guard against this inevitable bias and try as much as possible to use reflection and a 
reflexive approach to limit the researcher’s impact on those she is researching. However, Green 
and Thorogood (2014) also caution against either a surface reporting of reflexivity, when it is 
almost a box ticking exercise, and also against over-personal accounts of fieldwork which focus 
more on the researcher than the research itself. In this spirit, this section of this thesis considers 
the doctoral process in a personal reflection of the work the researcher has undertaken but 




This research project was begun in October 2011 and the writing up of the thesis was 
completed in June 2017. The process of this research in some ways reflects one of the major 
findings of the research – that it is not possible to evaluate the relationship between UK print 
media coverage and food policy without taking into account the wider range of actors, the 
context and the complex web of forces (social, cultural, economic) under which both media and 
food policy are constructed.  
 
Bryman (2012, p. 393) reminds us that ‘’knowledge’ from a reflexive position is always a 
reflection of a researcher’s location in time and social space.’  As explained in Chapter 1, the 
background of the researcher as a former journalist now working in academia has had an 
obvious impact on the research she has done. The amount of time this research project has 
taken to complete is evidence of the relative inexperience of the researcher, particularly at the 
beginning of this project. While the overall subject of ‘diet and cancer and the media’ was 
identified from the outset of the project, it took at least the first year of research to narrow the 
focus of the project and identify a suitable theoretical framework and subject area for the case 
study. This necessitated a further period of literature review, to properly formulate the research 
questions and produce a robust research design. Early in the research process, the importance 
of an iterative research design was considered and accepted (Bassett, 2010). However, once 
the subject area of the case design (the UK government policy on red and processed meat 
consumption and cancer prevention and media coverage of it) was stable, and the research 
questions were tabled, along with methods for answering the research questions, this aspect of 
the research design did not significantly change. However, the iterative nature of the research 
project became evident, because the findings of the research as the field work progressed had 
an impact on the focus of the research. Bassett (2010) argues that an iterative approach to 
qualitative research can provide the flexibility to adapt data collection and analysis as the 
research process develops as well as strengthen research findings since it provides a deep 
understanding of the data analysed. As noted above, it became obvious during the data 
collection that the relationship between UK print media coverage and UK government food 
policy in this case was not linear but complex and messy, as outlined in Chapter 9.  The original 
title for this thesis asked what role UK print media coverage played in food policy – it was later 
revised to take account of the emerging complexity which is reflected in the richness of the data, 
its analysis and the multi-faceted nature of the findings. 
 
At the same time that this doctoral research was being conducted, several other research 
projects were undertaken, to provide support and a ‘testing ground’ for the research methods 
and processes adopted and detailed in this thesis. Yin (2009) defines this process as a pilot 
case study, and argues that these are undertaken not as ‘trial runs’ for the actual research 
design but as less connected and more formative case studies, in order to develop and refine 
concepts and road test potential research designs. The first of these was a case study of the 
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media coverage of a research paper published in the BMJ, which looked at the effect of dietary 
fibre from wholegrains on incidence of bowel cancer. This case study, which was initially 
undertaken in 2011/2012, was eventually written up as a paper and published in the journal 
Geoforum (Wells, 2016).  A further project looking at UK print media coverage of food banks 
was undertaken during 2013 and was published in the British Food Journal in 2014 (Wells and 
Caraher, 2014). Both these projects provided extremely useful opportunities to explore methods 
of media analysis and some of the theoretical concepts and issues that have an impact on 
media coverage of food and food policy. While these projects may have had an impact on the 
progress of the doctoral research and the time taken to complete the research, and write up the 
findings, they provided invaluable support for the research design of this research as well as a 
source of confidence in the research methods for the researcher.  
 
These two projects then, highlighted the importance of solid research design strengthened by 
robust research questions underpinned by a thorough literature review. In addition, the value of 
a well-built theoretical framework on which the research design was based was recognised. 
Anfara (2008) argues that theoretical frameworks in qualitative research can focus and situate a 
study as well as revealing and concealing both meaning within the study, and its strengths and 
weaknesses. It was important that this scaffolding or framework supporting the study and 
informing the research questions and methodological approaches was put in place before 
embarking on data collection, to make sure the data collected was valid and relevant for the 
research questions.  However, as the field work progressed it was realised that the iterative 
nature of qualitative inquiry means that the researcher should always be open to new 
information; is seeking to allow the data its own voice and should be always open to new and 
developing strands of relevant literature. Some scholars in qualitative research methods have 
called this ‘emergent design’ (Morgan, 2008, p. 245) which they say ‘involves data collection 
and analysis procedures that can evolve over the course of a research project in response to 
what is learned in the earlier parts of the study’. In practice this means that qualitative research 
should be flexible enough to allow for unexpected findings or research revelations and to be 
open to allowing an iterative approach which lets you incorporate these strands into the 
research design or the findings. Examples of this occurred when access to a large number of 
COMA-related documents in the Department of Health archives was granted; when 
interviewees who were closely involved in the nutrition policy making process were 
unexpectedly traced; or when a theoretical framework which seemed relevant to the findings 
was traced, that had not previously been considered.   
 
Another aspect of this issue of openness on the part of the researcher arises with the concept of 
reflexivity which was introduced by a fellow researcher at the Centre for Food Policy early in the 
research process. At first considering that the previous life experience of the researcher would 
not be relevant to the field of study, it soon became obvious that a perspective as a former 
journalist, albeit a radio journalist, not a print journalist, would play a big part in assumptions 
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about and perspectives on the research problem; framing of the research questions as well as 
the understanding, analysis and interpretation of the findings. Indeed, as a qualitative 
researcher it was understood that this aspect of the researcher’s lived experience would colour 
every aspect of this research and this thesis. While this was acknowledged throughout the 
research and writing up process, the researcher has also tried not to let this aspect dominate 
the research process or the research design. For example, during interviews with journalists, a 
concerted effort was made by the researcher not to make assumptions about interviewees 
perspectives or attitudes, or their ways of working or the processes they carried out as part of 
their work.     
 
With hindsight, the researcher underestimated the length of time it would take to process the 
data that had been collected, in a robust and reliable way. The time allotted for verbatim 
transcription of the interviews was far too short, likewise the coding of the large number of press 
reports and policy documents that had been collected. A more experienced researcher may 
have recognised how time consuming the processing and analysing of the data would be and 
would have taken steps to develop a research design that included enough data to render the 
findings reliable without proving unmanageable - this has to do with issues of sample size and 
saturation. Saumure and Given (2008) define data saturation as occurring when no new or 
relevant information appears during data collection. However, they acknowledge that this is 
relative – in the sense that if researchers are continually collecting new data and information 
something new may emerge, but there can be what they call a ‘law of diminishing returns’ i.e. 
the new details add little to what has already been discovered. In common with Saumure and 
Given (2008) Morse (2004) cautions that achieving data saturation is not straightforward, 
especially for those new to qualitative research. On reflection, it was necessary to collect the 
data that has been included in this thesis, although perhaps more focussed sampling from the 
outset may have been sensible.  There are a number of limitations on the data due to 
constraints that were disappointing but beyond the researcher’s control. Research on the first 
embedded unit of analysis (1993-1998) was hampered by a lack of living potential interviewees 
and the patchy and inconsistent nature of the archive documents. Many of the potential 
interviewees were either no longer living or were not traceable due to the length of time since 
this policy recommendation was formulated. The archive documentation while rich and varied 
was patchy and inconsistent when compared to the ordered and well documented (if 
comparatively sparse) records of the later nutrition policy making period (2001-2011). In 
addition, across both embedded units of analysis it was difficult to secure interviews with 
journalists who were members of staff of national UK newspapers. This may be because the 
field work was conducted at the same time as the Leveson inquiry which uncovered unsavoury 
and illegal aspects of journalistic practices. This may have discouraged journalists from allowing 
themselves and their work to be laid open to scrutiny.  
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This research has concentrated on print media coverage of a specific government nutrition 
policy. The possibility of looking instead or also at television or radio coverage was explored, 
but it was obvious that capturing and securing data for the two periods under investigation as 
part of this case study would have been extremely difficult if not impossible. The benefit of news 
media databases such as LexisNexis is that they offer reasonable coverage of a large number 
of national newspapers, going back to the early 1990s and in searchable form. This is currently 
very difficult to achieve with either television or radio or online coverage (which has its own 
limitations). This means that the findings of this study apply to UK national print media – other 
media coverage may of course be different. As explained in Chapter 7, (which outlines the 
findings of the content analysis of national print media coverage of this issue), though 
impressive, databases such as LexisNexis are not comprehensive since they are bound by 
certain rights restrictions. This in effect means that the articles returned by any search in such 
databases can only be taken as a guide and should not be regarded as comprehensive. This 
makes the importance of the triangulation of this data source with the other data sources 
(interview data, policy document data) more relevant and important for the validity and reliability 
of this study.  
 
10.4 Opportunities for publication and further research  
This thesis has presented several opportunities for publication of this research.  The preliminary 
case study and work on food banks in the UK print media mentioned above (p.282) have 
already been published in peer reviewed academic journals (Wells and Caraher, 2014; Wells, 
2016). The research and publication of these two papers was instrumental in developing the 
techniques and some of the concepts used in this thesis. In addition, two book chapters using 
methods and literature developed in this thesis were written and published during this PhD 
process (Wells and Caraher, 2016; Wells and Caraher, 2018). For future publication, the author 
has already worked the policy analysis findings outlined in Chapter 6 into a paper which she 
intends to submit to a peer reviewed policy journal after completing this thesis. In addition, the 
author plans to work the findings from Chapter 7, the content analysis of press coverage 1993-
2011, into another paper and submit this to a peer reviewed journal. Issues around content 
analysis as a method and the reliability of databases used for data collection in large scale 
content analyses of print media coverage as raised in the limitations section of this chapter (see 
above, p. 283-284) have inspired the author to begin research replicating that existing in the 
current literature on content analysis but which tends to have an American focus (Weaver and 
Bimber, 2008; Fowler et al. 2012). This paper would focus on UK press and investigate the 
extent to which printed newspaper articles are available in commonly used media databases 
such as LexisNexis and Proquest. The author has also recently secured a grant from the City, 
University of London Pump Priming Fund towards the continuation and development of this 
current research. This grant will fund research looking at the use of social media by UK 
government departments involved in making food policies. 
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This thesis has also thrown up a number of opportunities for further research. Firstly, the rich 
seam of data on the workings of COMA and the relationship between COMA and wider 
government policy during the 1990s as food policy governance was undergoing major changes 
deserves more thorough investigation. This would obviously be at the discretion of the archivists 
at the Department of Health, but a longer period of time spent documenting and anlaysing these 
documents would yield further important findings about this crucial period in food policy history 
and development.  
 
It is unfortunate that limitations in technology and available databases often frustrate 
researchers’ efforts to analyse television, radio or online media coverage. This promotes the 
bias in the journalism literature and empirical research into media content towards print media 
coverage. Great opportunities exist here to develop new and existing research methods to 
analyse radio or television data and the growing and important changes that take place in the 
media coverage of food policy as mass media production gives way increasingly to social and 
new media. 
 
Finally, the approach taken to test the findings under two combined theoretical frameworks 
poses opportunities to further test the potential for a combined use of political agenda setting 
and political mediatization. This could tease out both the empirical and theoretical implications 
of research into the interaction between media and policy. Any opportunities for this, or any 
other interested researcher to further explore and test the concept of mediatized food policy, 
following either the research design or the theoretical framework introduced here, would be 
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INSTRUCTIONS FOR IMPORTING MANIFEST CONTENT/DATA FROM NEXIS 
DOWNLOADED WORD DOCUMENT INTO EXCEL 
1. Save file as titles only




6. Paste back as text only
7. Save as
8. Select plain text (.txt) file
9. Check the box ‘end lines with CR only’
10. Save
11. Open an excel file
12. Go to Data tab
13. Go to ‘Get External Data’
14. Go to ‘From text’
15. Choose ‘Delimited’ in the original data type field
16. Check Comma as well as Tab in the delimiters section
17. Keep General as the column data format
18. Click Finish
19. Now clean your data
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APPENDIX 9 Interview topic guide 
Policy makers:  
A:  The process of policy making   
B:  The role/influence of the media  
C:  Contact with journalists   
D:  Framing in the media and in the policymaking process 
E:  Where this issue was placed on the policy agenda  
F:   Where this issue was placed on the media agenda  
Journalists:  
A:  The process of journalism  
B:  The role/influence of the media  
C:  Sources  
D:  Framing/news values  
E:  Where this issue was placed on the media agenda 
F:  Where this issue was placed on the policy agenda  
Other external actors:  
A:  Their part in the policy and media process  
B:  The role/influence of the media  
C:  Contact with journalists / policymakers  
D:  Framing of the issue from their perspective  
E:  Where this issue was placed on the media agenda 
F:  Where this issue was placed on the policy agenda 
APPENDIX 10 Sample of interview transcript 
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INTERVIEW 7 
RW So, first of all tell me, what did you have for breakfast 
7 Um, I had a croissant and a boiled egg, and several cups of tea  
RW Marvellous. And, just how would you like to be described. Sort of for the purposes of 
this… 
7 Er, I’m a, I’m a, campaigning journalist 
RW Ok, um, so, as you know I’m talking mostly about red and procesed meat… 
7 sure 
RW …that’s been the focus of my research, but you can kind of talk in general terms… 
7 sure 
RW um, I wanted to ask you about, um, the sort of process of how… because you’re a 
freelance journalist… 
7 yeah 
RW …so if you were writing about this subject, how does that hap….what’s the process of 
doing that, how does that work?  
7 Well, I, I, I, I mean I sort of… I suppose I’m one of….only two or three journalists in, 
journalists in Britain who’s sort of known to concentrate on policy and food so I quite often get 
approached especially if a news story breaks, by the Mail, the Guardian and the Times, and 
the Observer. Um, with query…usually by news editors saying, you know (laughs) what what 
what, how serious is this, and what should we do about it. And often by comment editors, 
looking for, for context and for you to put in comments.  So often it’s reactive, depending on 
how busy I am I might pick up, it’s almost always on the back of some story breaking so with 
horsemeat, the horsemeat scandal you know clearly it was in January last year when the first 
stories started to emerge, and, one’s little freelance antennae went, ‘ding ding ding ding’ you 
know, and also you know as a campaigner I’m somebody with wider beliefs in the system, 
you know seeing an opportunity to try and put some of the bigger, bigger problems over, not 
just, ‘ooh er there’s horse meat in beef’ but um… 
RW So they contact you as a…..as somebody with an opinion, rather than as somebody 
who can, write about it? 
7 No I think both, really.  
